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1.


THE ARISTENE OF GLORIOUS DEATH


The hero was dead. His body lay still, his eyes open and sightless, the expression on his face less one of surprise than of wonder—one could almost believe he lay gazing up at the lightening sky after a night of good storytelling, were it not for the blood.


But the hero was dead, and no amount of tears or shouting to the gods would change that, though his people seemed inclined to try. His warriors wept and thumped their chests. They tore their clothes and struck the ground with their fists. He’d left them behind when he’d come on this quest, to spare them, but they’d followed anyway. They’d even brought his mother, dragged the poor woman out in the dark and the rain. She knelt over his body, grasping at every uninjured part of her son: his shoulders, grown so strong and broad; his arms that threw the deadliest spears. The hands she’d held since he was a boy. So perhaps she’d not needed to be dragged after all.


Reed watched them mourn from the cover of the trees. He fought brilliantly, she wanted to tell them. He came out of the darkness upon his enemies like a ghost. Five men to his one and he’d slain them all, an angry bear against their wolves. The village had thought they truly were wolves at first. Hungry wolves who raided their livestock and took meat hanging in the drying huts. But what sort of wolves also stole young women? Only the sort of wolves who were men.


Reed had felt no remorse as she helped her hero kill them. His blade cleaved through arms and sank deep into bellies, and though one of his foes landed a mortal wound, he hadn’t fallen until the last was pierced on the end of his dagger.


The hero’s mother wiped rain and tears from her eyes. “Find her,” she cried. “Find the Aristene!” Find her and kill her were words that didn’t need to be spoken. That goal was plain to see from the hate upon the warriors’ faces, and the flash of steel in the dawning light. Well, let them try. They would search all day, but they would find nothing. Not even a trail to follow after her clever black horse had doubled back in his own hoofprints and swum them upstream.


From her hiding place deep in the trees, Reed looked one last time at her hero. He seemed smaller now than he had been in life, and younger, his expression slack and the lines smoothed away. His glory had fed Kleia Gloria well, and his people would sing songs of him that would nourish the goddess and the order for years after. Reed had done her duty, and he had met his fate. There was no need for a long goodbye.


“Aristene!” his mother screamed.


Reed turned to look at Silco, and her black stallion’s eyes glittered. Without a word, the Aristene and Areion sank back into the shadows.


Far away in Atropa, that silent city of the Aristene, the fresh infusion of glory was strong enough to pull Ferreh from sleep. She sat up and placed a hand to her chest. Her heart was pounding, the glory so great she could almost hear the cries of battle, the clash of steel. Almost taste the gold of it on her tongue in smooth spices and warmth. But beneath that was another taste: coppery and sinister, and under the triumphant heat, her limbs were tense.


The elder of the order got out of bed and reached for a wrap of linen, then changed her mind and pulled her armor through the aether. It settled on her shoulders and tightened about her waist; braided leather overlaid with engraved ovals of silver, a comforting weight to banish the last of her unease. Outside her window the white city was quiet. Only she and Tiern might have been senior enough within the order to feel the glory come, though a few might have smiled and stretched like cats. And because of her mentor bond to Reed, Aster was sure to have murmured in her sleep.


It was no mystery where the fresh infusion had come from. Glory like they’d just received came from only one source and meant only one thing: Reed’s latest hero was dead.


Ferreh exhaled. Dawn was hours away, but she would get no more rest. She threw her coverlet up over her pillow.


Ferreh followed the rounded hall to the stairs that led up to the interior of the Citadel’s golden dome. With traces of the nightmare still lingering, she sent her consciousness out to the edges of the Veil, to assure herself that the barrier still held. But it did. Of course it did. Thanks to Reed, the division between Atropa and the world of men was stronger than ever. This was the third hero Reed had sent to Kleia Gloria in less than a year, throwing herself into her new role of Glorious Death with a fervor none had expected. And that some feared would cost her too much.


“She’ll burn herself out.” That was what Aster had said when she had spoken with Ferreh and Tiern after the last hero’s reaping. “She’s not thinking clearly. Her heart was broken. She’s in pain.”


“You underestimate her,” Tiern had replied. “The goddess chose her for this.”


Aster had looked at Ferreh, and Ferreh had seen the question in her gray eyes. Did Kleia Gloria choose her? Or did you?


For it had been Ferreh who’d bestowed the gift, giving the initiate her blood to drink, and with it that terrible purpose: Glorious death, which ensured that every hero Reed was granted from the well was fated to meet their end at the point of a blade, at the end of a spear, in a hail of arrows. That all were fated to die.


“What if she gets hurt?” Aster had asked. “What if she dies? What will it all have been for?”


Ferreh mounted the stairs, pushing the memory aside. Aster was a good Aristene and a good soldier. A good mother. But she was no leader. She didn’t carry the fates of the order upon her back. She didn’t see the will of their goddess. Aster saw only Reed.


As she stepped up into the great space of the dome, Ferreh’s skin prickled, not from the cold—nowhere in Atropa was ever truly cold—but from the quiet. The high, cut windows were open and allowed air and moonlight to bounce off the walls and the floor, but there was no sound. Once, long ago, the nights had been loud with Aristene. They had milled through the streets, had crowded out the darkness with their drinking and songs. But now . . .


Across the dome sat the sacred well, a haphazard shape crafted of multicolored stones; light-colored stone the shade of bright sand, and smooth, black veins of obsidian. Flat layers of dull gray shale. Each piece taken from a different place. The well had a peculiar beauty in the daylight, but tonight the dim turned it monstrous, tricks of the shadows making it appear to slant and crouch, making it seem small, and yet also larger than it should be.


Ferreh walked over to it. The elder of the order wasn’t fooled by shadows any more than she was frightened by dreams. She passed the painted murals on the walls, their vibrant color muted in the dark. She cast a glance at the silver circle of the World’s Gate sleeping within the floor.


“You felt it, too?”


Ferreh jumped like a poked cat. “Tiern. I didn’t hear you.”


Tiern stepped up from the last stair, her hair of many colors loose around her shoulders. She too was in her armor, the silver lighter and sharper than Ferreh’s, the white cape shorter. But that was unremarkable. Tiern was always in her armor. It was whispered that she even slept in it, if indeed she ever slept. She joined Ferreh beside the well and took her hand, blowing on Ferreh’s fingers as if to warm them, her thumb gently stroking Ferreh’s deep brown skin in a rare show of physical affection. “So? Are you going to look or not?”


Ferreh placed her hand upon the heavy stone cap but found that she didn’t want to remove it. “I don’t need the well to show me what I already know. Glorious Death has sent us another hero.”


“But something troubles you.” Tiern reached out and removed the well covering herself, sliding it over to rest against the base. “Something serious enough to scare you into your armor in the middle of the night.”


“You’re not the only one who finds the silver and white a comfort.”


“I don’t find it a comfort.” Tiern looked down at the silver that adorned her chest like a layer of gleaming dragon scales. “I just look good in it.” She smiled, waiting.


“It’s something about Reed,” Ferreh said. “A sense of something wrong. It began not long after she sent her first hero to the goddess. And it is getting worse.” At first it was nothing—a worry that was barely more than an itch between her shoulder blades. But the itch had grown to a sting, and from a sting to a burn. Now it was a seed stuck between Ferreh’s armor and her skin, and the longer she left it there the deeper it cut and the more it embedded itself.


“Machianthe,” said Tiern. “Her name is Machianthe now. And if you don’t start using it, it’s never going to stick.”


It never will stick, Ferreh almost said. Reed will always be Reed. But the words wouldn’t take shape. They suddenly felt untrue.


Ferreh laid her hand upon the cool stone. She leaned over the side of the well and looked down.


Despite the shadows, the waters within the sacred well shone brightly with reflected moonlight. For a moment, Ferreh thought that was how they would remain: gently rippling, a balm from the goddess for her troubled thoughts. And then the water began to swirl.


It moved slowly at first. Lazily, like it was annoyed by her seeking. But soon enough the water inside the sacred well was a whirlpool, and in the center, Ferreh saw Reed.


Only not the Reed she knew.


This Reed walked with a lowered brow, and the whole of her body was shrouded in darkness. Her hands dripped blood, and there was something wrong with the way she moved. Some change to her limbs and the slant of her shoulders. In the vision, she raised a blade to cleave a man in two—and didn’t stop until he was hacked to pieces. Ferreh gasped, and Reed’s eye shifted as if she could see her through the water.


Ferreh reeled away from the well so far that her back slammed against the wall of the dome.


“What?” Tiern cried. She gripped the sides of the well and looked into it, but Ferreh knew she would see nothing. The vision was already gone, the waters already still. All the same, Tiern slid the stone cap back into place, leaning hard upon it as if to seal something inside. She took Ferreh by the shoulders.


Ferreh let the other elder lead her from the dome and through the halls of the Citadel, to the half-circle room where they often took their ease. The same room of seats and cushions, tables and game boards where they had first set eyes on Reed, back when she was a skinny child with long, tan limbs and sharp teeth. Ferreh felt herself placed amid the cool pillows. She breathed deep of the breeze that moved between the pillars as Tiern used a torch to start a fire. She heard the creak of a pot being swung over the flames, and sometime later, a warm stone cup was placed between her hands.


“Drink.”


Ferreh sipped. It was too sweet and too hot, but the burn in her throat felt good. It was also unstrained and dotted with floating, suspended leaves. Tiern hadn’t called for an acolyte to brew it. She’d known that the elders required privacy.


“Is that better?” Tiern asked.


“Yes,” Ferreh lied, even as the vision from the well draped her like damp cloth. She could still feel the mist of the water as it churned and struck her face. She could still smell the cloying mineral scent.


“What did you see?”


Ferreh gazed down into the dark liquid of her tea. “Only my own fears.”


“But what did you see?”


When Ferreh didn’t answer, Tiern looked away, staring into the fire.


“You saw a warrior who could cut down any enemy,” she said. “With hands full of blood, and eyes—”


Ferreh looked up.


“You are not the only one who dreams.”


“So what do we do?” Ferreh asked.


“Nothing.”


“But what we saw—”


“What we saw was the weapon of the order,” Tiern said. “The weapon we set out to create.”


“No, Tiern. What we saw was a warning. The goddess’s warning, given to us so that we may yet have time to avert it.” She waited for Tiern to agree, as she always did. But she was surprised when the other elder chuckled.


“Gentle Ferreh.” In the firelight Tiern’s eyes were as jewels in the hilt of a dagger. “Your schemes have rebounded on you. You wanted the girl to love us so she would take on this duty willingly. You didn’t imagine that you would come to love her back.


“I love her, too,” Tiern went on. “In my way. And unlike you, I will love her no matter what.”


“No matter if she becomes . . . This cannot be what you want,” Ferreh said.


“The order safe? Our city secure? That is more than what I want; that is my task. That is our task, sister, and you knew—nothing comes without a cost.”


But in Ferreh’s mind, glorious death had been the cost. Reed’s entire immortality spent guiding heroes to their dooms; how could Kleia Gloria ask for more than that? And if she could, then what sort of goddess had she, in her desperation, become?


“I will not let this happen,” Ferreh said, and Tiern looked at her pityingly.


“There is nothing you can do.”


“There is always something that can be done. And I swear to you, Tiern, that I will find a way to save her.”
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2.


TRAVELING WITH AREION


Reed and Silco stayed with the river, putting distance between themselves and the dead hero. Since Silco had no fondness for swimming, they kept to the shallows or cantered along the bank, heading north against the current where boats would be slow to follow. Only once had she thought she heard their pursuers and left the river to hide in the ferns. But it was only a family of small, striped jackals howling and barking a chorus.


By midmorning they’d traveled far enough to feel confident they weren’t being followed. Reed dismounted and removed Silco’s saddle and bridle, then started a small fire on the shore. She waded into the shallows to feel along the sandy bottom with her toes for the place where the bank dropped off and clams liked to make their beds, and when she found it, lowered herself in up to her chin. She searched the silt with her fingers. It wasn’t long before she touched the edge of a shell, and smiled as she felt it pull closed. She dug it up: a nice large clam, dark and rippled, nearly the size of her palm. She threw it onto the bank and went back for another.


It was comforting work, where the current was slow and the world quiet, no voices but insects and birdsong. Reed had known how to fish and clam since she was a child. Her mother had taught her. She pulled up another oval shell and rinsed it clean of sand. It had been a long time since she’d thought of her mother. Her first mother, who had been killed by Ithernan raiders along with the rest of her family, in a settlement beside a river not unlike this one. Reed remembered how her mother’s arms had thrust out straight when she’d charged the raiders who attacked them. But when she tried to recall the sound of her voice, the voice that rose in her memory was of another, more recent mother: the mother of her hero.


Ronja had been her name. And right then she would not have been speaking but screaming, wailing in pain over the fallen body of her son.


Reed threw another clam up onto the bank. He’d been a good hero, already a leader and blooded in battle, but young enough that he’d known little of betrayal. It had been easy to befriend him and earn his trust. Even easier to flatter him and convince him to hunt down his enemies all alone.


Well, not alone. She’d been there, to fight at his side. And to remain in his shadow when the time came, and let him charge ahead to meet his glorious fate.


That glory still danced at the edges of her vision in bits of gold. It had kept her and Silco warm as they splashed through the river. Reed turned around, wondering where the black colt had gone, and saw him, or rather, she saw his back, as his head and neck were submerged as he grazed on the eelgrass that swayed along the bottom. She watched for a long time as her headless horse wandered along the depths. A very long time, longer than a mortal horse could have possibly stayed under. But Silco was an Areion now. An immortal horse of the Aristene, and as such he could hold his breath longer and run farther than other horses, even with his bad hoof.


Still, he’d been under for a long time.


“Silco!”


The black horse’s head popped up from the river, eyes squinted against the wet. Long grass trailed from either side of his mouth like a great green beard. Reed laughed and went over to tug the ends.


“Do you think you can catch me a fish while you’re at it?” she asked, and he shook his head and sprayed her with water droplets.


Reed went to the shore and gathered her clams. She didn’t have a pot to boil them so instead she cooked them on a hot stone, steaming the shells open with some wine from the wineskin that hung from Silco’s saddle. After she’d eaten she called Silco out of the river to dry (he obeyed, but when he reached the shore he rolled in the sand) and lay back in the sun.


She wasn’t sure how much time had passed when she awoke to movement in the trees. Not long—the shadows had only shrunk toward midday. She looked at Silco and the horse betrayed nothing, but his left ear had turned in the direction of the woods. Reed glanced at her boots lying in the grass along with the knives she kept tucked inside. Let it be only a deer, or another family of jackals, she thought. Let it be the wind. She had done her duty by the hero; her guidance of him hadn’t been out of malice. She had no desire to fight his friends or cause his people more pain.


It was only for the glory, she thought, imagining what she would say to them. For the greatness of his deeds, and the bravery that his memory will bring to the world.


But their pain was too fresh. They wouldn’t understand.


She and the Areion waited in the quiet, but no screaming warriors charged them from the trees. No arrows flew to sink into their sides.


Reed stood and put on her boots. She brushed the last of the dried sand from Silco’s flanks and put his saddle back on, then kicked out the embers of her fire. “We should keep moving,” she said. “It’s most of the day yet before we can open the Veil and return home.” Silco stomped his bad hoof in what might have been agreement, but he gazed longingly at the river and its rich stores of eelgrass.


Home, Reed thought. Atropa. Strange how much she ached to return to it, yet once she was there, found herself anxious to leave. Since she’d become an Aristene she’d spent no more than four days in the white city at a stretch. She rubbed her neck. She was weary, and not only because of a morning spent on the run. Three young heroes had gone to Kleia Gloria in the space of less than a year. She could almost hear Aster’s words, whispered into her ear: Reed, there is no racing through immortality. She had plenty of time. Time was what she chose it to be.


But Reed was newly immortal, and that would take some getting used to. She heard a splash and turned to Silco. He’d backed up to the river and plopped both of his hind hooves in.


“No. You’ve had enough.” Another splash. Another step. “Silco! You have your saddle on!” Splash, splash, his eyes widening as he went deeper, as if he had no idea how such a thing was happening. “Sil . . . co . . . ,” she growled, and the horse turned tail and plunged back under, soaking his saddle and all Reed’s scant belongings with it. She charged into the water, boots immediately soaked, to throw herself at him with a screech. He lifted his head. His mouth was again full of long grass and he happily slapped her with it.


“Is this truly the best the Aristene have to offer?”


Reed and Silco froze and looked at the shore. Veridian stood upon the bank. The apostate of the order, who along with Aster had rescued them from the Ithernan raiders so long ago. Her tall red horse, Everfall, stood beside her, also watching.


“Veridian!” Reed wiped water from her eyes, aware that she and Silco looked like a pair of drowned rats. “What are you doing here?”


“Looking for you,” Veridian replied. “I smelled the glory last night like smoke upon the wind. ‘That could only be Reed,’ I said. ‘I should seek her out, make sure that she hasn’t been injured.’” A broad grin spread across Veridian’s cheeks and Reed exhaled in relief.


Reed waded onto land and embraced the shorter woman. It was a soaking and soggy embrace, but Veridian was unlikely to mind; as usual, she was dressed like a vagabond, in a threadbare shirt and worn-thin leather leggings. Her long blond hair hung down her back, twisted with knots in some places.


“Don’t tell Aster,” Reed said.


“That you were frolicking in the river with your Areion like a pair of ducklings? Of course I’m going to tell her.”


“She still thinks of me as her initiate.”


Veridian gazed fondly up at Reed, searching out the changes that had come since Reed’s Joining in the sacred cave. She’d gotten no taller, but there was a firmness to her muscle that hadn’t been there before. “You will always be her initiate. But give her time. A hundred years, and she’ll stop treating you like a child.”


Reed rolled her eyes. But she would be lying if she said that part of her didn’t relish that. She would never take having a mother for granted, having someone in whose eyes she was always young, always learning, always loved.


“Show me your armor,” Veridian said.


Reed stepped back and called it up, drawing it from the aether to settle upon her shoulders and tighten about her waist. It flooded her blood with strength and magic, and her heart beat faster seeing its brightness reflected upon Veridian’s face. The apostate walked around her in a circle and whistled.


The armor of a full Aristene was finer than that of an initiate, whose magic was only borrowed from their mentors. When Reed’s true armor had come to her, it was fuller, with a thicker silver plate upon her chest and bands set upon her back like ornate bones. Upon each of her leather wrist guards, the goddess had stamped a portrait of Silco.


“It’s not as grand as Lyonene’s,” Reed said, looking down at it. “Her wrist guards and greaves are etched in gold.” Uncommon armor for an uncommon warrior, Lyonene liked to say. Her armor allowed for more movement as well. And more bared skin.


“Yours will be far grander, in time,” said Veridian, though she didn’t sound happy about it. “An Aristene’s armor changes with her deeds. And your deeds are already becoming legend.”


Reed traced her fingers around the portrait of Silco on her wrist. One day she might be completely covered with beautiful engravings. She might bear a shield as fine as Ferreh’s. Reed stole a glance at Veridian. She’d become an apostate long ago, choosing to leave the order rather than become a Glorious Death. What became of an apostate’s armor? Did it tarnish? Did the leather fastenings rot away to nothing? She knew that Veridian still fought with the strength of an Aristene. But she had never called her armor, and when they’d traveled through the Veil to Atropa, it hadn’t appeared as the others’ had.


“Did they give you a new name?” Veridian asked.


“Machianthe.”


“Machianthe,” Veridian repeated, trying it out on her tongue. “It’s a fine name.”


“A fine waste, more like,” Reed smiled. “Everyone still just calls me Reed. And I’m still Reed in my own head.”


“We all have many things we’re called,” the apostate said thoughtfully. “To me, for instance, you will always be Foundling. Where do you go from here?”


“I was returning to Atropa.”


“So soon? Why not put it off? There’s a port not far with a good inn. Stay a night and keep an immortal outcast company.”


Reed turned back to the river as if the mouth of the Veil was already there, yawning black. She wanted to return. To bask in the elders’ praise of her newest offering. And already she could feel the call of the sacred well, and the next hero inside it.


“Come now, Machianthe. It’s only one night.”


She turned back. “All right. One night.”
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3.


AN APOSTATE’S CHOICE OF INN


The road they walked was rutted and overgrown. Reed squirmed in the saddle, uncomfortably damp thanks to Silco’s last dive for more eelgrass.


“Has he spoken yet?” Veridian asked with amusement, watching as the pair of them engaged in their usual war of wills: Reed shifting her weight and the horse giving a buck.


“That’s only a story old Aristenes tell to initiates,” Reed grumbled. None of the Areion in the order had ever spoken. Or at least not with their mouths. All were able to get their points across with well-placed teeth, hooves, or tails.


“It is no story,” Veridian said. “Everfall talks. In his sleep.”


Reed turned sharply to eye the tall red gelding, whose gaze remained fixed on the road. Reed cocked an eyebrow. “And what did he say?”


“He said, ‘aimless.’” Veridian took a breath and imitated a horse groaning in his sleep. “Eeeemwissss.” She laughed when Reed’s lips drew into a thin line. “You look like Aster when you do that. But perhaps I was only hearing things. You’d think they’d all have spoken by now, if they were actually able. Especially considering what we’ve done for them.” The apostate tugged at the collar of her threadbare shirt so the tip of her heart scar showed pink. It was the mark borne by every Aristene and the price of joining the order: a sword driven through your chest by your own hand. When Reed had pressed the blade to her heart inside the sacred cave, Silco had been a mortal horse. When she opened her eyes as an Aristene, he had been something else, and the sword lay once again in her hand, the wound in her chest already healed.


“Maybe we should try to teach them,” Reed suggested. She prodded Silco’s shoulder with her finger. “And maybe only curse words.” The black colt twisted his neck around and bit her in the foot. She smiled, and then grimaced as he took a bad step into a rut. At least it was a short ride to the port city of Verrin, where according to Veridian they would find warm, soft beds of straw and good food.


They caught sight of it just before sunset, nestled along the shores of Basin Cove. To Reed it looked like a termite colony, mud built upon mud. But as the sun dipped toward the water it cast Verrin in pinks and purples, and oil lamps lit in windows, dots of orange and yellow flickering to life and giving away the shapes of buildings. From a distance, Verrin showed its share of pretty lights, but up close it was squalid. As they rode through the streets, the air reeked of unkempt gutters and even less-kempt rats, and of refuse left to rot in the streets downwind of the markets.


“This is the city with the cozy inn?” Reed asked.


Veridian shrugged. She called to one of the children chasing rats in the gutter. “Boy! Where is the finest stable?”


He paused in his rat-catching to peer up at them through one slitted eye. “The finest?” It was unclear whether he doubted the apostate’s ability to pay or the quality of his city, but eventually he gestured vaguely up the street. “That way and past the candlemaker.”


“Thank you.” Reed tossed him a copper.


The boy’s eyes brightened. He clutched the coin and ran to catch up.


“I can show you to the groom you want. If you’re looking to cure that foot of his,” the boy said, studying Silco’s ambling, uneven stride.


“There is no curing that foot of his,” Reed said, and she and Veridian urged the horses to a trot, Silco’s jolting, his head bobbing—exaggerated, she thought, for the boy’s benefit.


“Then why do you ride him?” the boy called as they left him behind.


“Because he is mine,” Reed called back.


Up the street they passed the candlemaker, and a shabby marketplace, the canopies sagging and torn. They dismounted beneath a swinging sign—a wooden placard painted not with a horse but a goat and a cart.


“Not a good omen,” Reed commented.


“Don’t be so glum.” Veridian took Everfall’s reins from over his head. “This is life on the road. Gone are your days of endless summer spread out in the shadow of Storm King Mountain.” That was true. The days when to fight meant to spar with blunt-edged practice swords and draw no blood, when hunting meant grabbing one of Aster’s stupid Orillian noblebirds straight out of a bush, had passed. Life in the Summer Camp was only for initiates.


Reed thought of Lyonene, out in the world, guiding her own heroes. And she thought of Gretchen, the friend who had left them, who had chosen a mortal life with a boy she loved. She missed them. But at least she would never lose Lyonene. She and Lyonene would meet in Atropa until the order’s days came to an end.


As Veridian haggled with the grooms, Reed wandered up the street to get a view of the harbor and feel the salt air touch her skin. The port of Verrin was nothing grand, no vast marketplace of brightly colored stalls and merchants with jewels in their belts. It was a long stretch of shore and wooden docks, where seabirds cried riding currents of air, webbed feet hanging in the wind like two tiny orange sails as they searched for smelt or the dropped pieces of some sailor’s breakfast. Reed scanned the flags of the few larger vessels, noting the eagle and snake of Valostra and two flying the red stripes of Erleven. She always searched the flags in ports, and smiled whenever she saw the blue-and-gold shield of Cerille or the black-and-gold of Rhonassus. But in truth, she was always looking for one ship in particular: the salt-stained sails of Glaucia on the ships of Prince Hestion.


King Hestion now. For he was king there, or would be soon enough since his brother was dead. Since her Hero’s Trial, Reed had stayed far from Glaucia’s borders. Yet sometimes when she passed through a port, curiosity would get the better of her, and she would find herself in a tavern asking for news. The only tales she’d heard were from the War of Rhonassus, of Prince Belden’s great and glorious sacrifice when he’d killed the monster king at the cost of his own life.


That tale was the legend the Aristene intended. So Belden’s glory would spread across the world upon the waves.


“No vessels from ports you know?”


Reed startled as Veridian joined her. “You’re worse than Aster. Sneaking up on me. Assuming you know what I’m thinking.”


“Perhaps you’re just no good at hiding it,” Veridian said. “But keep yourself away from Glaucia. No matter how much you think you’d like to know—you wouldn’t want to know.”


“I owe it to him,” Reed said. “To make sure that he’s thriving.”


“Why?”


“Because I killed his brother.”


“You did no such thing,” Veridian said, her tone sharp, as if she took the view as a personal affront. “But stay away all the same. The welcome you’d receive in Glaucia might be a sword to your throat, or an arrow through your back. And you can’t go letting yourself get killed after Ferreh bled her gift for you, Glorious Death.” She gestured back to the stable. “We should find another. These prices are too high.”


“Just pay them,” Reed said. She shoved her pouch of coins into Veridian’s chest.


Veridian smiled and reached inside. “Now that’s sorted, let’s go and find ourselves some drink!”


Before she followed, Reed cast one more look toward the ships. But Veridian was right. For better or worse, all that had passed between her and Hestion was over.


Reed suspected that during the day the tavern would look like little more than a mud hovel, but at night, lit from within by lamps and candles, the place looked as inviting as any castle. The sign nailed to the wall was weathered with age, but the carved image of a cup, plate, and knife was still clear enough. She and Veridian made their way inside and fit themselves into a table in a shadowy corner.


“Do you have any food left?” she asked the tavernkeeper when the old woman came to set down two cups of ale.


“The bottom of a kettle of fish stew that’s not much fish and mostly clams,” the woman replied. “A loaf of bread for three coppers more.” Veridian gestured with her fingers and Reed set a piece of silver on the table. The woman eyed her suspiciously before sliding it into her palm. “Best not be showing silvers in here, miss.” She glanced at Veridian, scraggly-haired and looking like a beggar, dirty and thin. Then she looked at Reed, tall and broad-shouldered with a sword in its scabbard set beside her on the bench. “Not even such a large miss as you.”


“Thank you for your advice,” Reed replied.


“And for more ale!” Veridian called as the tavernkeeper wandered away. “Imagine, thinking us helpless. Calling you ‘large miss.’”


“She was only being kind. We’re two women, traveling alone. And you look”—Reed paused when the apostate’s eyes fixed on her—“little.”


“I am little.” Veridian swallowed the last of her ale. “But all that means is that no one sees me coming. Besides, there’s no one here fit to give us trouble. Most are half-asleep over their cups.”


The tavernkeeper returned with the stew, along with a whole, small loaf of brown bread, and even a dish of butter. Instead of more ale she set down a clay carafe of wine.


“Even I know our ale’s no good,” the woman said. “There’s rooms in the back as well, if you’d like one. That silver is more than enough to buy you a meal and a night’s lodging.”


“We sleep with our horses,” Veridian replied, and the woman squinted curiously.


Reed tore off a chunk of bread and dragged it through the butter. The wine had been sweetened with honey, probably to mask a lack of quality, but she drank it anyway. It made the stew more palatable. It truly was the bottom of the kettle, full of silt from the clams, and tasted like a muddy riverbed.


Reed’s eyes wandered across the tavern. In the center, a table of three fishermen pushed away their emptied bowls and turned their attention to their pitcher. Others sat alone, scraping bits of bread across empty plates. No one glittered to her Aristene eyes. There were no heroes here tonight, not even a whisper of glory upon the air.


“Your last hero is not even ash on his funeral pyre,” Veridian said. “And you’re already hungry for more.”


Reed recalled her magic like a hawk to its perch. “Of course I am. I am an Aristene now. That is the Aristene nature.”


“Is it?” Veridian asked mildly. She lifted her bowl to her lips, and chewed through fish and clams. Reed could hear the silt grinding against her teeth. She shouldn’t have spoken so, lecturing Veridian on Aristene nature, as if the apostate had not been of the order, and for much longer. It couldn’t be easy for Veridian to watch Reed walk the same path that she had turned away from. The exact same path: for Tiern had offered the blood of glorious death to Veridian, too. But Veridian had said no.


“Well.” Veridian refilled Reed’s cup. “For this one night at least, can you not leave these farmers alone? Let them die old and in their beds.”


“Of course.” Reed sipped her wine. She didn’t say that Verrin was a port city, and most of these men were sailors, not farmers. She didn’t ask how many men Veridian had actually seen die old and quietly in their beds. In her experience, death was rarely merciful.


“This hero you sent to the goddess last night—how many does that make for you?”


“Three,” Reed said.


“Three heroes dead in less than a year.”


“Three glorious deaths,” Reed amended, voice low.


“The elders must be pleased.” And indeed they were. After the first they’d been relieved—after the second, Tiern had laughed with joy, and smacked Reed so hard on the back that it had left a brief bruise beneath her armor.


Veridian refilled her own cup and drained it. She was drinking too much; just watching her gulp and wipe away the drops that ran down her chin made the bad stew sit cold and heavy in Reed’s belly.


She glanced at the three fishermen as they laughed, heads thrown back and teeth showing, and with slight surprise she realized that they looked like her father. They had the same wild black hair, worn in the same style. The same hawkish noses. The same brown eyes that wrinkled at the corners and danced when they laughed.


“Sailors from Sirta,” Veridian said, following her gaze. “I could take you there, if you wish. It hasn’t been so long since your family left it for your settlement in Orillia. We could find what family remains. Uncles. Cousins. Even the parents of your father, or mother.”


Reed watched the sailors drink their ale and pick at their bread. Though the language they spoke was foreign to her ears, the tone and rhythm felt familiar, as if she understood the sentiment if not the words. But that was an illusion. By now she no longer remembered what her father really looked like, and of her mother all she remembered clearly was the shape of her body when she charged the raider. Her unblinking eyes, lit by fire, telling Reed to stay hidden. It was after that, that Reed’s memories grew clearer. Because after that there was Aster, and Silco. The feeling of being carried away on the front of Rabbit’s saddle. And there was Veridian.


“You’ve offered that before,” Reed said. “After you saved me, when Aster wanted to bring me to the elders. You said I should come with you to Sirta instead. I said no then.”


“And you’re saying no now.” Veridian raised her cup so Reed had to raise her own—she touched them together and both drank. “I just thought I’d ask, once more.”


Veridian called for another carafe of wine and cajoled Reed into paying for it. They ate more bread and some crumbling cheese. They drank, and soon enough, were drunk, Reed’s elbows resting heavily atop the table.


“Who would win in a fight between you and Aethiel?” Reed asked. Aethiel, the enormous Aristene with the band of black tattooed across her forehead. The Aristene who had once been a queen of the famed island of Fennbirn.


“Aethiel is my sister, and my friend,” Veridian replied. “She is an admired ally. And I would lay her flat on her back before she knew what was happening.”


Reed laughed. “That can’t be true. Aethiel is strong and brutal and . . . so much larger than you.”


“Larger does not mean better. Look at you and Lyonene—” She tapped her temple with a forefinger. “It is we small and clever ones you must look out for.”


“Then what about . . . you and Aster? Have you ever sparred?”


“You are like a child.” Veridian grinned, swaying. “Asking questions and wishing for tales.”


“But who?”


“Aster is the most balanced warrior I have ever known.” She took a drink. “And I would beat her soundly.”


Reed’s mouth drew into her familiar thin line. “I’m starting to think wine gives you an inflated view of yourself.”


“You were the one who asked. But it would never come to that. Aster and I would never fight. I would lay down my sword.”


Reed rested her chin in her palm. “How did you fall in love?” she asked.


“Has she never told you?” Veridian glanced at her sidelong, but it was plain that the memory was fond. Then she scoffed. “For an ox, you have grown the eyes of a calf.”


“Fine.” Reed thought a moment. “Then what about Ferreh and Tiern?”


“Who would win in a fight?” Veridian leaned back. “Now that is an interesting question. Few Aristene now living can remember what Ferreh was like in battle. But she defended the white city when it came under attack. Some say she was among the ones who worked the spell that whisked Atropa away behind the Veil.”


“I thought Kleia Gloria did that.”


“But through who? The goddess works through the Aristene. She works through you; she would work through me, if I would let her. She doesn’t come down into the worlds of men and smash them with her own fists . . . not anymore.” Veridian sighed wistfully.


“Now back to the question—Tiern is the teeth of the order, and she has earned that title. When she fights she is more than warrior; she is a monster.”


Reed had seen that. Tiern had battered down the Rhonassan defenses in the final battle of her Hero’s Trial. She’d leaped atop the unbreachable wall and rent armored men to pieces. The apostate paused, and for a moment the game took on a serious glint. If the elders fought, the entire city of Atropa was like to collapse around them.


“I suppose it is anyone’s guess,” Veridian said. “But my coin would be on Tiern.”


Reed leaned back. It was late and the tavern nearly empty. They’d best be making their way back to the stable and the horses. She gathered up the last of their bread as a snack for Everfall and Silco. But as she stood, the apostate’s hand shot out and grabbed her by the wrist.


“And what of you?” Veridian asked. “One day Aristene will sit around tables like these and ask these same questions about Machianthe.”


Reed smiled. “I can’t even best Lyonene.”


“That won’t be true for much longer. Soon you’ll be able to lay Lyonene in the dirt. Soon you’ll be able to hurt Aster.”


“I wouldn’t do any of those things.” Reed tried to pull free, but Veridian held her fast. The joviality had gone from her eyes, reddened from drink. They fixed upon Reed, the apostate’s fingers digging in deep as she jerked her closer.


“Listen to me,” Veridian said, her voice a harsh whisper. “I may be only an apostate, but I am also a warrior of centuries. You go too fast. You send heroes to their deaths like it is nothing.”


“It’s not nothing—”


“Be silent! Listen!” Veridian swallowed. Her eyes wobbled. “I know you do it because you are running from something. But if you keep on for much longer you will forget what you run from and only run toward. Toward and toward, to death and more death. You can’t keep doing this and keep . . . yourself.” Reed might have asked what she meant, but the apostate dropped abruptly asleep, her chin lowering to the table with a soft thud.


Reed smoothed the ragged blond hair out of Veridian’s eyes. She looked innocent, and sad—a frown bent the edges of her mouth and tugged at her brow; her fingers curled and showed the dirt embedded beneath her short, uneven nails. It was hard to believe that this was the same fierce woman who had freed her from the Ithernan raiders with coin and combat, that this was one of the order’s greatest, whose gift allowed her to see the beats of past battles and whose aim with a bow had never been matched.


“Why won’t you just come home?” Reed whispered. “To be happy again, with Aster.”


Veridian’s eyes fluttered open. “Don’t leave me, Reed,” she said.


“Rest,” Reed said. “I won’t leave. Not tonight.”
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4.


MISSING MENTOR


Ferreh found Aster at the bottom of the slow slope of road that led to the site where the new library would be built. She was bent over a table, staring at drawn plans. Her gray Areion, Rabbit, stood beside her, her long face draped over Aster’s shoulder. The mare saw the elder first, and nudged her rider upright.


“Elder,” Aster said, and smiled.


Ferreh glanced at the plans, held down upon the table by four flat stones.


“We’ve added columns.” Aster pointed to the etching of the portico, outlined in charcoal, the columns large and topped with the carved heads of horses. “They’ll be roughly shaped by the laborers in the quarry before being transported through the Veil to be finished here.”


“They will be beautiful,” said Ferreh. Aristene artists and sculptors were among the finest in the world, their skills enhanced by the gifts of Kleia Gloria and fine-tuned through decades of practice. Immortal lives were so long. There was nothing but time to develop talents or discover new ones; in Aster’s mortal life she had none of the skill required for building, and now she was placed in charge of the design of an entire library.


The elder watched her as she gazed down at the plans with pride, a grand vision sketched out in charcoal and ink. She looked well in a garment of lightweight brown cloth that reached her knees and folded over one shoulder, her hair tied back with a length of white cord. There were no lines around her eyes or across her forehead, no gray streaks at her temples, nor would there ever be. She didn’t truly look that much older than Reed; it was only because she’d found Reed as a child that the two seemed now as mother and daughter. Such was the way with all the Aristene. It was only because she’d existed for centuries that anyone deigned to call Ferreh “elder.”


Well, Ferreh thought, except perhaps for Aethiel. The former queen had lived a full life and had even borne triplet daughters. It was only Aethiel’s exuberance that made her seem still young.


“It’s hard to imagine how much stone will be needed,” Aster said. “Harder to imagine the Aristene who will have to guide it back through the swallowing throat of the Veil.” But it couldn’t be mined here. Atropa must remain unspoiled.


Ferreh looked out over the familiar landscape: grass dotted with white clover and yellow buttercups leading up to green, forested hills, where even the wolves in the woods were small and shy, and rarely raided for sheep. It was a peaceful place. A lonely place.


“It will be beautiful,” Ferreh said again. “But who will remain here to enjoy it?”


Aster set aside the sketches. In the stillness, the emptiness of the city was even more apparent. “I felt another hero rise,” Aster said softly. “Another of Reed’s.”


“Yes. She is doing well,” said Ferreh, though the tone of her voice suggested the opposite. “She will rise quickly within the order.”


Reed had been a terrified, traumatized child, all legs and cuts and bruises the night that they’d first met, when Aster had brought her through the Veil. But when Ferreh had looked into Reed’s eyes, it wasn’t fear that she saw inside them. It was anger, the kind of anger born from having something stolen away, and Ferreh had known then that anger would grow into ambition, and a need to have again what was once taken. She’d known that such anger would never really go away.


Aster worried at the edge of the sketches with her fingers. The goddess had chosen well when she’d sent Aster to Reed. Aster was the perfect mentor, the perfect mother for a girl who had already lost one. It was through Aster that Reed was made theirs. Through Aster, and Lyonene, and even difficult Veridian. And yes, through the favor of Ferreh herself. They had joined their hands around that angry girl and her angry horse and forged a bond that was unbreakable. Or at least Ferreh hoped that it was.


“Aster. I have a task for you.”


“Yes, elder?”


“Lyonene lingers in Cerille. It is time that she returned and took another hero from the sacred well. Reed will return soon, to find her next hero in the waters, and I would see them reunited. Initiates ought to be kept close in these early years.”


“If she can be brought in time. I’m surprised that Reed isn’t here already, and she’ll stay just long enough to lean over the well and then be gone again.”


Ferreh smiled. “She will settle. It is as you said: she runs through heroes to escape her own pain. She would settle sooner if her mentor and her dearest friend are near, to help her ease it.” Perhaps then we may halt the coming of the monster Kleia Gloria warned us of, she thought.


“You are right, as always,” Aster said. “But why does it fall to me to retrieve Lyonene? Where is Sabil?” Sabil, the small, dark Aristene who had been Lyonene’s mentor.


“Sabil is in Valostra, meeting the family of a new initiate.”


“Another initiate,” Aster said thoughtfully. “Does it seem likely that she will join us?”


Ferreh kept her features steady. “The signs are favorable.”


Aster nodded and smiled, for real this time. “Do you remember when the Summer Camp was full to bursting? Full of young women stringing bows, the air loud with the sound of swords clashing? When every mentor was tasked with three girls.”


“Jana once had five.”


“No wonder she’s so mean,” Aster said, and Ferreh chuckled. “I miss those times. I thought they might be returning, when Reed and Gretchen and Lyonene all came to us of a similar age. But . . .” But there had been none since. Three fine candidates, two of whom were some of the finest Ferreh had ever seen. She, too, had hoped it was a sign that the time of the Aristene was coming around again.


“I still believe those times will return,” said Ferreh. “I believe in our Glorious Death. That there was meaning in her coming. So go, and bring her sister home, so she might help heal her broken heart.”
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5.


THE COURT OF CERILLE


Lyonene leaned against Alsander in a secluded alcove of the palace. They’d snuck away from his father’s court after watching King Alectos argue with the Cerillian nobility, and it had taken no time for Alsander to find his way beneath Lyonene’s gown.


“It shouldn’t please me to see him under attack,” Alsander whispered, sated after their hurried coupling. “But it does.”


“He has been a tyrant your whole life,” Lyonene replied. “Why shouldn’t you take some satisfaction?” His father, the king, had been harried by nobles unhappy about the scarcity of goods within the city, and the lack of ships within the port. Scarcity that Lyonene and Alsander had orchestrated.


“It will not be long now,” he said. “He’s vulnerable.”


“And already the nobles look to you,” Lyonene added. “They know it was you who secured fresh trade from Rhonassus. Their hero. Their golden prince on his golden stallion.” His eyes quickened when she spoke like that, and he turned to pin her again against the wall.


“Your hero,” he said. “And you, my Aristene. Together we can do anything.”


“Anything and everything.” She kissed him teasingly, and pushed him away.


Tugging the folds of her gown back into place, she had to tug hard to cover the bright pink skin of her heart scar. All Aristene carried a similar mark, but sometimes looking at it made her sick to her stomach. She wasn’t supposed to be there, in Cerille. It was long past the time when she should have looked into the sacred well and taken a new hero for herself. She should be somewhere far away, chasing glory. Serving the goddess she’d sworn to serve.


But that is what I’m doing, Lyonene thought. She ran her fingers lightly across Alsander’s temple. “There is so much more you are capable of,” she whispered. “I won’t leave you until your destiny is complete.”


He grinned. “Then I will never complete it. I will earn glory after glory, become a king of kings. I will conquer the world.”


“I don’t doubt that you can. But first we must get you the crown of Cerille. And we can’t do that if we’re always sneaking away to do this.”


Alsander fixed his own clothing, fastening the belt around his light linen tunic. “You like sneaking away.”


“I like it just as well when we are alone and relaxed in the dark.”


“When are we ever ‘relaxed’ in the dark?” he asked. As they slipped out of their hidden alcove, he pushed his hand inside her gown again and laughed when she slapped it away. Then he bowed to her before rounding a corner to disappear.


Lyonene sighed. What was it about him? He was handsome, and an excellent lover, but Lyonene had bedded many of the same. Yet she craved Alsander more than any young man or woman who’d come before.


It’s because he’s mine, she thought. And because he needs me.


Her time at the court of Cerille had been spent orchestrating Alsander’s ascent to the throne. And it hadn’t been easy. The nobles there were like a nest of vipers tied together at the tails. Disentangling them without being bitten—and redirecting their fangs in more desirable directions—had taken all her wiles. For every knot she untangled, she wove herself a new one in the form of a favor owed or a bribe paid. Sometimes at night, after Alsander was satisfied, Lyonene lay awake envisioning the delicate web she’d woven around King Alectos and wondering if it would one day snap back around her like a net. It was dangerous to move against a sitting king. Dangerous even for an Aristene. But Alsander was right. She liked the secrets and the sneaking. She was suited for it.


Lyonene reached up and twisted her tawny hair into the style that King Alectos preferred. Since she had been his son’s honored adviser during the War of Rhonassus, Alectos tolerated her presence. But he disliked women who spoke as loudly as she did, and when she lowered her eyes he seemed to sense she was doing it only to humor him. She’d tried to work her way into his good graces. After all, the task of stealing his throne would have been easier had the old goat actually liked and trusted her. So she’d worn the modest gowns, and she’d bitten her tongue when his advisers spouted nonsense. She’d tried to behave, even though doing so had made her fingernails cut bloody half-moons into her palms.


“Lady Lyonene.”


A servant girl stood in the hall. Waiting. For who knew how long. Lyonene glanced in the direction that Alsander had gone and the girl flushed scarlet. But it wasn’t important. Everyone in the city knew that she and Alsander were lovers. It was widely gossiped about behind their backs and politely ignored when facing them.


“Yes?”


“Lady Isadora wishes to see you.”


Lyonene kept her expression carefully neutral. “Lady” Isadora was the king’s newest mistress. A pretty creature with a long, pale neck and soft skin, long hair that shone in a shade of burnished copper. Alectos had found her in the house of Lord Vengia, one of the lesser nobles. She’d been a ward, an orphan or an unwanted daughter from some poorer relation.


Lyonene made her way to the rooms of the king’s mistress, past the crescent garden and its fountains of leaping stone fish spitting water at each other in pleasant arcs. She went up the long mosaic staircase where tiles depicted the profile of Cerille’s god haloed by the rays of the sun in shining yellow and orange. On her way she passed few people; the streets below were bustling and busy but the palace itself was sparse and quiet. Her heels crunched loudly on the paths of crushed seashells as she crossed through the courtyard, doing her best to keep to the shade. Isadora had summoned her during the heat of midday on purpose, so Lyonene would arrive with her gown clinging damply and the wisps of her golden hair stuck to her neck and forehead.


But Lyonene couldn’t blame her. A mistress was never assured of her position; Isadora did these things not to be cruel but to preserve herself.


She knew that. Yet it didn’t make it less tiresome.


“Lady Isadora,” Lyonene said as she entered, only a slight emphasis on the first word. She didn’t bow—an Aristene never bowed unless they were traveling in disguise, and all in Cerille knew what Lyonene was—but she inclined her head. Isadora rose from a nest of embroidered pillows, their silks so bright it seemed she’d been sitting upon a clutch of jeweled eggs.


“Lady Lyonene,” she said, with the same slightly mocking tone. She came to Lyonene’s side, and slipped her wrist through Lyonene’s elbow so their arms were companionably linked. Both could feel Lyonene’s sweat gathered where their skin touched and Isadora made a pitying face. The mistress’s rooms were cool and airy. And if ever they weren’t airy enough, two attendants stood ready with great fans woven from reeds.


“You wished to see me?” Lyonene asked.


“I have some news.”


“News?” She couldn’t imagine what it could be, or why it would be shared with her. For as much as she’d tried to ingratiate herself with the king, she’d not tried at all with Isadora. There was no point. The girl would be discarded within the year, her service to the Crown paid for with a far better marriage than Lord Vengia could ever have managed. Though, Lyonene thought, still not a sufficient payment for sharing the old goat king’s bed. For that the girl deserved a bathtub filled with rubies. And soap. Lots and lots of soap.


“Of the most joyous kind,” said Isadora. She’d led Lyonene near an arched doorway, where the sun could spill across them. “No doubt you’ve wondered about my absence these weeks past. I’m afraid I was unwell.”


“I am sorry to hear it.” Truthfully, Lyonene hadn’t noticed that Isadora had been missing. Hadn’t she just seen her leaning across the king’s lap at the merchant’s dinner? But perhaps not. Time passed quickly when one was plotting a coup.


“But that is all in the past,” Isadora said brightly. “I can finally speak of it. Now that the physicians say it’s safe.”


“Physicians,” Lyonene repeated, and noticed for the first time the way Isadora was shielding her belly with the flat of her hand. Lyonene’s throat tightened. It wasn’t possible. The old goat was simply . . . too old. . . .


“I am with child,” Isadora declared. “The king is overjoyed. He feels certain that it will be a boy. Right now he is informing Prince Alsander of his new brother’s coming!”


Lyonene struggled to smile. A pregnant mistress. A newborn son. Alectos was a cruel king, and an even crueler father. He would wield the existence of this child like a sword. He would point it at Alsander’s throat. She could hear his voice of gravel, and see the sneer upon his face. You thought your claim to the throne was a foregone conclusion, didn’t you, boy? Well, perhaps not.


“How wonderful for you, Isadora.”


“How wonderful for all of us,” Isadora corrected her. “It is known that the king has long wished for another prince, for the security of Cerille.”


“I wish you many blessings,” said Lyonene. Many blessings, she prayed to Kleia Gloria, and the birth of a girl. “Please excuse me; I should find the prince and congratulate him.”


She departed quickly, not caring how it seemed or how ashen her face must have turned. Alsander would be furious at this news. And more than furious, he would be in danger. If the child was born a boy, it would throw the line of succession into question. And then everything they’d planned for might be lost.
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6.


VERIDIAN’S KEEPER


The next day when Reed woke in the stable, she was surprised to find Veridian already up and gone. Though not gone for good—Everfall still stood in his stall, dozing with his chin resting on Silco’s back. Reed sat up and stretched, rubbing her eyes against the sun breaking through the stable’s open doors. She peered down the aisle and caught a glimpse of the stable boy’s head rising in and out of view as he worked through straw with a pitchfork.


Reed stepped across the partition to greet her horse, and rubbed his nose absently as she looked at the hay bales where she’d laid Veridian down the night before. Don’t leave me, Reed. She’d sounded like a lost child. It troubled her to think that Veridian suffered as she wandered the world alone.


“What would Aster want us to do?” Reed whispered, and Silco, sensing for once that the question was more important than his breakfast, looked quietly at the hay. Then he took Reed’s shirt in his teeth and tugged her closer.


Stay, that tug meant. Stay and help her. But how? The sadness in Veridian’s voice and the hopelessness in her eyes were of a kind that Reed had no grasp of.


“You’re awake.”


Veridian strode through the open doors, looking far better than Reed felt, despite having been far drunker. She held up a palm of flat bread.


“I got breakfast. A man in the market was frying them and they’re just the thing to settle your stomach after last night’s horrible wine and silt stew.”


At the mention of the muddy stew, Reed’s belly gurgled. She took a piece of bread and bit into it, fried crisp to the edges and stuffed with bits of egg and ground meat. It would have been delicious had her stomach not felt like a ship tossed at sea. She ate slowly as Veridian tended to her saddlery, securing her bedroll and knives, checking her bow in preparation to be off. Before they’d come to Verrin, she’d sung its praises, but one night in it and she seemed eager to leave. Perhaps there was nowhere in the world she could stand to be for longer than that.


“What’s your hurry?” Reed asked.


“What’s your lack of hurry? I thought I’d wake and find you gone back to Atropa through the Veil.”


“You asked me to stay,” Reed said, brow furrowing.


“And you listened?” Veridian paused just long enough to look at Reed with a cock of her head. “How touching. But that ought to teach you not to pay attention to your old aunt Veridian when she’s drunk.”


Reed blinked. She was having a hard time keeping up with the apostate’s changing moods. This Veridian was the other side of the coin to last night’s pathetic creature whom Reed had to carry back to the stable.


Finished with her packs, Veridian slapped her palm down on the pommel of her saddle. “Well, as long as you’re here another day, why not stay longer?”


“Veridian, we have to get back to Atropa.”


“To Atropa, and the sacred well. You take so many heroes there will be none left over for anyone else!”


Reed smiled and rubbed her eyes, still groggy. “I guess I’m just not in the habit of looking after apostates.”


Veridian stiffened, and Reed realized what she’d said as her mood shifted again.


“And I,” Veridian said, “am not in the habit of adopting stray puppies. Do you think because I wander I have nothing to teach you? Or perhaps you already think you have nothing to learn.”


“I—” Reed sputtered. “You—you said—!” She didn’t know what to say. It was at Veridian’s request that they had come with her to Verrin, Veridian’s pleading that made them remain an extra night. “I am no stray puppy!” Reed stood, ready to argue, when she heard the unmistakable sound of horse teeth. Silco and Everfall were biting at each other: Everfall held his neck low and Silco swooped in to bite it only to have the red gelding swing out of reach at the last moment. Then Silco extended his neck for Everfall to try to bite.


“What are they doing?” Reed asked.


“They’re being boys.” Veridian walked to the horses and shoved them apart. Then she stood beside her gelding and patted his shoulder. “He has so few chances to play with other Areion.” She gazed up at the tall red horse, whose eyes were bright, his ears pricked. “We would like it if you came with us. We would be grateful.”


Reed scowled into her fried bread, though it was settling her stomach. She tore off a bit with no meat in it and gave it to Silco, who chewed it messily to make most of the egg drop to the dirt.


“We can’t ride with you for long,” she said finally, and Veridian grinned.


“Wonderful,” she said, her tone light but her eyes curiously empty. “Now get yourself together. Verrin has heated baths; we’ll visit them before we depart.”


It was as they emerged from the baths that they sensed it: the odd sensation of the Veil opening and closing, as an eye in the center of their minds. Only this time, the feeling also came with the knowledge of what had stepped through it.


“Did you feel that?” Reed asked.


“Feel what?” Veridian asked, though it was clear that she had. Reed had seen her stiffen.


“Aster.”


“Aster?” Veridian turned. “What about Aster?”


“She’s just come through the Veil. Did you not sense her?”


“I feel it when the Veil opens if it is not too far away. I don’t feel who it spits out.”


“Then how do I?” Reed asked.


“It’s the lingering tether of the bond between mentor and initiate. It will fade.”


Reed frowned. She valued her independence but she didn’t know if she wanted it to fade. She liked the idea of knowing when Aster was in the world of men. And she could even vaguely sense where she’d gone. “I think she’s in Cerille. What could she be doing there?”


“You’re asking the wrong apostate,” Veridian said, and turned away.


Reed looked toward the harbor. Cerille was not far from Verrin, a one-day sail, if the winds were right. Most of the boats were local fishing vessels, but a few were large enough to be sailing there. Or at least close enough to drop them off with the offer of enough coin.


“Let’s go to the docks and find a ship,” Reed said.


Veridian scowled. “I thought you said you would ride with me? And now you want to run straight back to your mentor?” But Reed could see through that scowl. Veridian wanted to see Aster, no matter what she said. And once they were reunited, it would be all too easy for Reed to slip away back to Atropa.


She was about to walk toward the ships when suddenly her magic pulled at her bones.


“Veridian.” She raised her chin and inhaled. “Do you smell that?”


Veridian raised her nose and sniffed. “Smoke,” she said.


“And glory.”


Reed moved quickly, following the pull through the streets toward the black plume billowing up into the sky.


The fire blazed just off the village square, lit like day as flames licked up the sides of an inn and erupted from the windows of the upper floor. Smoke poured from them like water and more seeped through the very walls. Reed stepped out of the way as people ran past rolling barrels and carrying buckets. Up and down the street, buildings were being emptied of goods and inhabitants.


Reed looked at the inferno. The building was lost, yet there was glory here. Her magic still pushed.


Across the square, a young woman bent above a horse trough, soaking herself with water from head to toe. Her breath came fast—she was afraid. But the air above her shoulders glittered gold as she considered whether to race into that dragon’s throat. To save others.


Reed felt Veridian stumble to her side.


“Do you see her?” Reed asked. The pull of the glory was intoxicating. It coated the young woman and grew in brightness, there for the taking. “If she goes in,” Reed heard herself say, “she won’t come back out.” But she would go, if Reed gave her the courage.


Before Reed could move, Veridian crossed the square and struck the woman across the face. She fell into an unconscious heap.


“What are you doing?” Reed ran to them. The gold was gone; the young woman’s chance at glory had passed. “She would have saved someone!”


“At what cost?” Veridian looked at the fire. “That’s a fool’s errand if I ever saw one.”


“You!” Reed shouted. “You just undermined the will of the goddess!”


“Oh—shut up, Reed!” With a glare, Veridian tore off their cloaks and dunked them into the water trough. She shoved one, sopping wet, into Reed’s hands. “There are still people inside. Let’s go!” Then she turned and ran toward the flames.


Reed scowled. She called up her armor and felt the cool silver slide over her chest and shoulders. They raced to the side of the tavern. Veridian pointed to the building across the alley.


“Up there and then we jump across!” They climbed until they perched in a cut-stone window. Then they turned back and dove into the building in flames.


Reed threw the soaked cloak over her shoulders as her lungs filled with smoke. The fire was loud, almost deafening as it cracked and consumed. She heard cries and leaped across a burning staircase, her throat stinging with every breath. Through the smoke and orange glow, she saw a man kneeling protectively over a shape wrapped in a blanket.


A wooden beam creaked overhead. Reed dove and shoved it away before it landed upon them. The burns on her hands were instant.


“Is the child all right?” Reed asked. She pulled the blanket back and was greeted by two sets of eyes, one with a wet and only slightly singed black nose.


A little girl and her dog. Veridian landed on the wood beside them.


“Reed,” the apostate said. “This is a dog.”


“There’s a child in there, too. Grab the man.” She coughed and pointed, and Veridian threw him over her shoulder as Reed picked up the dog and child. They leaped through the burning building, back to the window where they’d come in. But the wall between them fell in a pile of sparks.


“Now what?” Reed coughed.


“I’m no pathfinder!”


Reed scanned the room and spotted a window. Too small to fit through, but too tempting not to try when just past it was cool air and freedom.


“Can we bash through that?”


They drew back their legs and kicked, and the face of the wall fell away, leaving them teetering on the edge. People below saw them and quickly maneuvered a cart filled with straw for them to jump into. Veridian looked down.


“You know that’s not only straw. That’s the cart they use to clean out the horse stalls and goat pens.”


“We could jump past it,” said Reed.


Veridian shrugged. “They’ve already gone to the trouble,” she said, and jumped feetfirst.


Reed jumped not far behind and joined the apostate in the manure, careful to hold the child and her dog up high. After they were helped from the cart, she lowered them to the ground.


The girl was small, perhaps six or seven. She was unconscious, but roused when Reed gave her a gentle shake. The dog licked Reed’s blistered fingers.


“You saved us,” the man said, hugging his daughter to his chest. But they hadn’t saved everyone. Across the square, the young woman who had once glittered with glory now wailed upon the ground, as the last of the building collapsed.


“Well.” Veridian looked down at their soiled legs. “Back to the baths, then?”


Reed spun on her. “What did you think you were doing?” she demanded. “That girl was marked by Kleia Gloria; you saw it.”


Veridian ignored her. She found a bucket of water and dunked her arms, washing away ash and soot. “We’ll need to get some salve for those burns on your hands. Come here and let me clean them.”


“Veridian!” Reed grabbed her by the elbow and felt blisters pop wetly on her palm. “An apostate may turn away from the order, but if you work against us—”


“Then what? You’ll set the elders on me?” She shook water from her hands. “I can’t just stand by and let these ordinary fools run into burning buildings.”


“She wasn’t an ordinary fool. She was mine!”


“And there it is.” Veridian’s eyes narrowed to slits. “It’s not my interference that troubles you. It’s that I cost you another glorious death. Haven’t you had enough? The girl would have died!”


“But how many more would she have saved?” Reed clenched her fists. “You declined to become a Glorious Death, but I did not. I am one, and if you ride with me I won’t have your judgment.”


The tone of Reed’s voice made Veridian step back.


“Now let’s go get the horses and find passage to Cerille. We’re going to see Aster.”


“You should never have gone with Aster that night,” Veridian said.


“But I did, and there’s no changing it. Let’s go. And if you try to resist, I will knock you out and take you aboard tossed over Everfall’s back.”




[image: image]



7.


A BORROWED MENTOR


The sensation of the Veil opening made the back of Lyonene’s neck tighten into gooseflesh. It was strong and it was close. And if it was close, that meant it was for her.


Sabil, she thought. Her old mentor, come to find her and drag her back to the order by her ear, not that Sabil had ever before done such a thing. Her small, dark-haired mentor had always been patient and kind, quietly proud of her initiate’s achievements and how easily she seemed to achieve them. Personally, Lyonene thought she should have crowed louder about it.
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