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Chapter one [image: ] RYIA



“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Evelyn Linley, ex-captain of Dresdell’s Needle Guard, waded through the puddles in Ryia’s wake, swiping a rain-soaked red curl out of her face.


“Of course I’m sure. When have I ever had a bad idea?” Ryia answered, holding a hand to stop Evelyn from looping around the next corner. She gave a sniff, checking for the telltale stench of danger. Her Adept senses detected nothing beyond the normal unpleasant smells that always clung to places like this, where too many humans lived crammed together in too little space.


Ryia smirked at Evelyn’s silence as she waved them both forward. “See? You can’t think of a single time.”


“No,” Evelyn said, pushing her hair back once more. It was in her face again within seconds. “The problem is that there are too many bloody examples to choose from….”


“Ha-ha,” Ryia said, voice dripping with sarcasm.


The fact was it didn’t really matter if their current plan was a good idea, and they both knew it. It was the only idea they had.


A fork of lightning split the night, throwing the wood-shingled roofs of houses, shops, and inns into sharp relief against the rain-blurred sky. Ryia’s lip curled. Edale. Land of mud, soot, and shitty memories. For ten long years she had avoided the kingdom at all costs. Now she was back—though not for long, if she had her way about it.


She and Evelyn had arrived in the stinking city of Duskhaven three days ago. Like her most recent home of Carrowwick, the Edalish capital was a tangled mess of close-knit houses crowding the edge of a river, but there were some key differences. For one, Duskhaven was about ten times the size of Carrowwick, with the filth and stench to match. And the people here were colder and harder than the Dresdellans—the lifeblood of Edale ran with coal and steel instead of Dresdell’s delicate lace, and it showed. All in all, Duskhaven was a bleak, disgusting pit of a city, filled with dour bastards and sallow-faced wenches.


After weeks of hard travel on the roads of Dresdell and Edale, sleeping on the wet ground and eating gathered mushrooms and stolen bread, they had been rewarded with a pair of cots in the foulest city of all Thamorr. All in all, it was an awful lot of trouble to go through to rescue the son of a bitch who had betrayed and abandoned Ryia in the lair of her lifelong enemy.


Tristan Beckett had only been in Carrowwick about six months by the time they had traveled to the Guildmaster’s island together, but in those six months, he had become the closest thing to a friend she’d had in the city. Which made the betrayal sting even more.


Bafflingly, he had turned out to be Prince Dennison Shadowwood, heir to the throne of Edale. In the end, he had only betrayed her to stay out of his father’s clutches, a motivation she was uniquely positioned to understand, given her own bastard of a father. Tristan—Dennison—had also saved her life in the Catacombs, stopping the Kinetic pit fighter who had been hell-bent on tearing her throat open. Saving her skin had put him back in his father’s grasp again. So she had come to Edale to return the favor. An eye for an eye, as it was. Or in this case, a harebrained rescue mission for a harebrained rescue mission.


Shit, she was getting soft these days.


On their first night in the city, she and Evelyn had learned where the prince was being kept. A drunken guard who had stared at Evelyn a bit too long for Ryia’s liking had been more than happy to let the information slip, especially since it didn’t seem too secretive or scandalous.


Prince Dennison was in his old quarters—a sprawling set of rooms located in the western tower of the keep. The stories all said the Shadow Keep was impregnable, but that seemed like one hell of an exaggeration to Ryia. Sure, it was situated on an island, surrounded by deep, murky water on all sides, and its walls were made of tall, solid blocks of shining obsidian. But Ryia was never one to shy away from a challenge.


The trouble would be getting Tristan—Dennison—back out.


Unless he had grown a pair of wings or gained some serious coordination since she had last seen him, there was no way he was going to be able to leap from his tower to the ramparts or climb down the outer wall from there or swim the width of the entire moat without attracting the attention of the guards patrolling either side. They had to find a way to get him out through the castle. Somehow Ryia doubted they were going to be able to saunter out the front gate.


Which brought them to their current predicament.


“You really think we can trust this… this skiver?” Evelyn asked.


“I think if you keep using words like ‘skiver,’ no one is ever going to buy that you’re from Edale,” Ryia said, chuckling at the Dresdellan slang. “But no. I don’t trust anyone; you know that.”


“Not even me?” Evelyn asked.


“Especially not you, you skiver,” Ryia shot back, avoiding the question. The truth was she trusted the ex-captain from Dresdell a hell of a lot more than she was willing to admit. After all, she had helped Ryia escape the Guildmaster. And Carrowwick. And helped her destroy the fabled Quill—the secret relic that gave the Guildmaster of Thamorr the ability to control all the branded Adept of the world. She was starting to rely on Evelyn quite a bit, actually. Not that she’d ever say so out loud.


“Well, if you’re not planning on trusting Mr. Berman, why exactly are we out in this ruddy downpour?”


“Because we can’t get Tristan out without a boat. Berman has a boat. So we’re going to go… have a chat with him.”


After two days of scouring every inch of the stinking hellhole that was Duskhaven, Ryia had found a way to get Tristan—Dennison—out of the castle. And actually, “stinking hellhole” was a pretty good description of the exit she’d found.


The royals of Thamorr didn’t shit in pails like the common folks of the kingdoms. They preferred to send their waste down an elaborate system of chutes and tubes that wound through the walls and cellars of their castles before leading outside. Through eavesdropping on some servants in a tavern called the Jackal’s Mug, Ryia had learned the sewer in the Shadow Keep ran underneath the wine cellar. Observation proved that the mouth of the sewer was positioned along the southeastern wall of the castle. With a little luck, a boat, and the right cover, it should be possible to get in and out without anyone being any the wiser. Another bolt of lightning crackled through the sky. They certainly had the “cover” bit down. The guards would have trouble seeing the ends of their own noses in this mess. Now they just needed the other two pieces of the puzzle.


Ryia threw a hand out, halting Evelyn in the shadow of a tavern just beside the moat surrounding the castle. A pair of City Watch stomped by, rain pinging off their armor as they went. Strains of string music floated out from the tavern, a dark and powerful ballad of some sort.


Felice, even the music in Edale was dull.


“And once we get Mr. Berman’s boat,” Evelyn said, eyeing the City Watch as they disappeared around the next corner, “what do you suggest we do with Mr. Berman himself?”


Just a few months ago, Ryia would have said, Easy, we slit his throat and throw him in the water. But, for better or for worse, Evelyn’s noble bullshit was rubbing off on her. “I already paid him,” she said.


Evelyn raised one eyebrow. “And you’re naive enough to think a few silvers is going to stop him from reporting a break-in to the castle guard?”


“You really think the man cares about his job that much?”


“No,” Evelyn answered, “but if he cares about lining his pockets as much as I assume he does, he’ll be very interested in collecting the coppers he’d get as a reward for turning in a pair of criminals breaking into the keep.”


Ryia shrugged. “Then we’ll ask him nicely to stay where he is and keep his mouth shut.” She pulled a length of frayed rope from her cloak pocket, holding it up in the light of the storm. “By tying him up with this.”


Before Evelyn could argue, Ryia darted out from the cover of the overhang. The sounds of rattling dice and murmured voices faded away as they splashed through the puddles, running for the lopsided hut that stood just beside the heavily guarded crest gate separating the Rowan River from the moat. The hut looked like a candle that had half melted on a hot day, the crumbled mortar barely holding the stones together as they tried desperately to collapse onto the mucky ground below. A tiny rowboat sat tethered to the side of the hut with a thick chain and a thicker lock, tossing and rocking in the wind as the storm raged on.


By the time they reached the door, Evelyn’s cloak was more brown than it was black, splattered with thick, dark mud all the way from the hem flapping at her boots to the seams underneath her arms. She thrust both hands down, sending a wave of mud and rainwater splashing onto Berman’s front stoop with a “yuck.” She looked at Ryia through narrowed eyes. “Can’t you do something about this?” she asked, waving a hand vaguely toward the sky.


“What, stop the rain?” Ryia asked, incredulous. “I’m sorry—I didn’t realize I was one of the twin goddesses.”


“Not stop it,” Evelyn griped, wringing out the hood of her cloak. “Just keep it off our bloody heads.” She wiggled her fingers in the air. “You know, with your special… skills?”


She was referring to Ryia’s Kinetic magic. Ryia snorted. “Yeah, sorry, you didn’t partner with a true-blood Adept. You’ve only got a cheap imitation on your team.” She tapped the hatchets slung over her shoulders, then ran her fingers over the throwing axes on her belt. “These are the only things my particular skills have ever had any control over.”


Her father’s axes. The very same weapons that had cut the throats of a hundred Adept or more. Bled them dry so the sick bastard could funnel the sickly red liquid down Ryia’s throat. The weapons that had made her were the only thing her telekinetic magic would ever lock onto. The objects she would have liked to have never seen again after escaping from her father’s mansion were the only constant in her life since leaving that burning hellhole behind. If that wasn’t one of the goddesses’ sick jokes, Ryia didn’t know what was.


When it seemed that Evelyn was finally satisfied with the dryness of her hood, Ryia lifted a gloved hand to the door, giving it a resounding knock. The thunder rumbled. The rain poured. The music in the tavern across the way fell into a new, equally depressing-sounding tune. No one answered. Ryia knocked again. Still there was no response.


“Are you sure this is the right hut?”


Ryia rolled her eyes. “No, you’re right, this is the house of the other poor sod whose job is to unclog the pipeways and scrub the shit off the windows.”


She knocked again. She had come across Berman earlier that day, balancing haphazardly on his rowboat as he scrubbed at the lower windows of the keep with a rag tied to a stick. When he’d come back to his house, he had found Ryia lounging on his front stoop, waiting for him. For five silver halves, he had agreed to let her borrow his boat that night, and for another five, he had agreed to keep his filthy, crooked-toothed mouth shut about it. The money didn’t matter to Ryia—she had pickpocketed it all anyway.


After another knock returned only silence from inside, she lost her patience and shouldered the door open. Even without her stolen Kinetic strength, it would have been easy enough to break in. That door frame had been held together by mold and prayers to Felice, goddess of luck.


“Whuzzat!” came a disoriented reply from inside.


Berman was on his feet, but it was clear from his red-rimmed eyes—not to mention the smell of the room—that until a few seconds ago, he had been in a drunken stupor on the moldering couch beside the cold, empty fireplace. Ryia felt the weight of the rope in her pocket. This would be even easier than she had anticipated.


“Ah, Berman, good to see you’re ready for me,” she said, pulling her gloves from her hands one finger at a time.


“Close the twice-damned door, would you?” he said, lunging forward and shutting it himself. With the latch broken, it just swung right back open. “Lettin’ in more water than the bloody Rowan, you are.”


“Sorry,” Evelyn said, reaching forward to help him jam the door shut with the lone chair beside the tiny dining table. Polite as ever, she was, even when breaking into a man’s home in the middle of the night.


“What’d you break down my fuckin’ door for?” he asked, wiping his eyes like he was trying to rub the drunkenness away. It didn’t work.


“We made a deal, Berman.” Ryia leaned against the wall, pulling her cloak aside to reveal the belt of throwing axes at her hip. She then held out one hand, palm up. “I wouldn’t go back on it if I were you.”


“Yeah, yeah,” Berman muttered, patting his trouser pockets, then the pocket of his sweat-stained shirt, before finally unearthing a small silver key. “You better bring ’er back in one piece, or you’ll owe me a hell of a lot more than ten silvers.”


“And I’d request that you keep to yourself and your ale tonight,” Evelyn said, stalking toward him. “If you get my drift.”


“If I… who in the hells are you, anyways?” Berman asked, bleary eyes focusing on her for the first time.


“The key, Berman,” Ryia prompted. “We haven’t got all night.”


“All right, all right.” He went to put the key in her hand, then drew back at the last second. “Don’t get yourselves caught out there, neither. There’s more than City Watch up on those walls at night.”


He meant Adept, of course: Kinetics and Sensers, brainwashed and trapped in service to the king of Edale. The castle was bound to be crawling with them.


“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Now, the key.”


Ryia scowled as she snatched the key from Berman’s grip. For the first few days after she and Evelyn had destroyed the Quill and fled Carrowwick, she had been waiting to hear the news that the whole damned world was burning. That the Adept servants had all rebelled against their masters, risen up, run away, something. But there had been nothing. When she and Evelyn had stopped in the city of Taravan to pick up a pair of horses, she had finally seen why.


The Adept were no different from the way they’d been before Ryia and Evelyn had stolen Declan Day’s ancient device from the Guildmaster. They still plodded behind their masters, dead-eyed as corpses, obedient as hunting hounds.


Ryia didn’t know exactly what she had been expecting, of course. She’d known from the start that the cursed Quill could sense all the Adept in the world, could hunt them down in any corner of Thamorr. After watching Tristan—Dennison—use the Quill to take control of the Adept fighter back in the pits of the Catacombs, Ryia had thought the relic was the key to their obedience, too… but evidently not. No, it seemed that the Adept were bound to service by their masters’ brands. And if that were true, then the only way to free the poor saps who were already branded would be to go back in time.


At least the Adept serving now were the last ones who ever would, now that the Quill was gone. She had smashed it to bits herself up on top of the wall in Carrowwick. Had watched the pieces float away down the Arden River and out to the Yawning Sea. But still. The branded Adept would continue to serve their masters until the day they died, apparently. Thousands, alive, but trapped forever in their invisible shackles. It made everything they had done seem far too small.


Evelyn was watching her carefully. They’d had enough conversations about this since Taravan that she knew the ex-captain could tell exactly what she was thinking about right now. Evelyn’s hand brushed hers, and Ryia flinched away instinctively.


All right. Enough screwing around. She reached for her pocket, pulling out the length of rope.


“What’s this all about?” Berman asked, drawing back.


Ryia charged forward, pushing the man down into the chair, wedging the door shut. In three deft motions, she wound the rope around him and the back of the chair and knotted it tightly. He would be able to break free eventually, but definitely no time soon, and definitely not in his current state.


Leaving Berman shouting obscenities in their wake, she and Evelyn slipped out the back door to the tiny inlet where the boat was tethered.


The rain continued sloshing down from the sky in buckets, plastering Ryia’s hair to her scalp. It was still short, barely reaching the tips of her ears. Ivan had shaved her head so she could pose as a Kinetic pit fighter back in Carrowwick just under a month ago. It had been so damned convenient that for a moment, Ryia had considered keeping her hair that way. Then she had learned the branded Adept still weren’t free. The shaved head had felt like a pair of shackles from that point on.


Still, watching Evelyn wrestle her own long curls back behind her shoulders as she leaned over to unchain the rowboat, Ryia had to admit she was glad to have it shorn as close as it was.


Lightning crackled across the sky, and in the white flash Ryia saw it. The Shadow Keep. The Edalish castle was situated on a hard, rocky island about the size of most of the towns they had ridden past on their road north. The water surrounding it, now sloshing around their boots, was a stagnant and murky brown.


The keep was framed by thick stone walls, each corner marked with a tall tower studded with arrow slits. A single gate stood on the northern wall, but at the moment it opened to a stretch of disgusting water. The bridge rested alongside the wall for now, but Ryia had seen it in motion. Its mechanics were powered by magic, taking a team of Kinetics to raise and lower it over the moat. Another reason it was a shame destroying the Quill hadn’t instantly freed every branded Adept in the world. She would have liked to see Tolliver Shadowwood swimming through that thick, shit-filled water to get back to his castle….


In the center of the walls stood the keep itself, a tall structure built of stone so dark it almost looked black. It towered over the walls, jutting so high into the sky it almost blocked the twice-damned moon. Four turrets stood from its hard, angled roof. Evelyn eyed the western tower nervously through the sheets of rain pouring from the clouds.


“Are you sure about this?” she asked. “There’s bound to be a ton of guards up there. Or worse.”


After all, only Evelyn would be taking the boat tonight. Ryia would enter the castle by a different path—one where she was less likely to leave a trail of disgusting stains as she led Tristan—Dennison—back out.


Ryia snorted. “Have you really forgotten how impressive I am?” She had gotten through tighter spots than this before. She would break in and get the king’s brat down into those sewers to meet Evelyn before Tolliver Shadowwood and his men ever knew she was there.


For a long second, Evelyn didn’t respond. Ryia stared determinedly at the Shadow Keep as she felt the ex-captain’s eyes on her. “See you on the other side,” Evelyn finally said.


“Enjoy the shit tunnel.”


“Fuck off.”


Ryia grinned, turning to watch Evelyn hop into the boat and row toward the castle walls. If this went sideways, the sight of the former captain disappearing behind the curtains of heavy rain might be the last she ever saw of her. The grin slid off Ryia’s face. She kept one eye on the Shadow Keep as she looped around to the western edge of the moat.


“This had better be worth it, Tristan,” she muttered, staring up at the western tower, ringed in the shadows of a fresh lightning flash.


With that, she took a deep breath and dove into the filthy water of the Duskhaven moat.










Chapter two [image: ] TRISTAN



Tristan Beckett awoke with a start in his tower room as a flash of lightning split the sky outside. Just the storm, he told himself… but as his eyes slitted open, his heart leapt into his throat.


There was something outside his window. Not something. Someone.


That was impossible. No one could scale the height of the Shadow Keep—especially not in a storm like this. But his stomach twisted as he recalled one person who could absolutely accomplish such a feat. Someone he cared for more than any other living soul in Thamorr.


Someone he had betrayed and left for dead.


Thunder rattled through the night, this time accompanied by the tinkling sound of shattering glass. Tristan gritted his teeth, peering through the darkness of his bedchamber. Another bolt of lightning rent the blackness, revealing a hooded shadow stalking across his fine woven rugs, soaked in rainwater and dripping with mud. Silver throwing axes glinted at her belt.


The Butcher of Carrowwick. She had come to kill him at last.


To be fair, he was surprised to have survived this long anyway. He had fully expected his father to kill him the instant their ship pulled away from the Carrowwick docks. Instead, he had been locked in the captain’s cabin, where the worst thing that happened was that the man who brought him his meals called him Dennison. Technically appropriate, since that was his birth-given name.


But Tristan didn’t feel like Dennison. After all, Dennison Shadowwood had been a prince, sheltered and coddled. Naive in the ways of the world. Tristan Beckett was a card man. A con artist. A pickpocket. As lowly as those things might be, he would rather be any of them than prince of Edale. He would rather live in the gutters of Carrowwick forever than play son to his monstrous father again.


But Tristan Beckett wasn’t just a thief. He was also a coward. He hadn’t fought when his father had led him back into the Shadow Keep. He was confined to the western tower, his every step mirrored by Adept and Shadow Wardens… but still his father kept him alive. For what purpose? The summer sun gave way to the driving rains of early autumn, and still Tristan was alive. There was no way his father had suddenly had a change of heart…. No, there had to be a reason Tristan was still breathing. He just couldn’t figure out what it was.


But none of that mattered anymore. Ryia Cautella had come to finish him off. He swallowed, clenching his eyes shut again as the Butcher tiptoed across the room toward him, like feigning sleep would protect him from facing punishment for his crimes back on the Guildmaster’s island. He flinched despite himself as a wet glove clamped over his mouth. To muffle his screams, of course. Any second now he would feel the cool bite of her hatchets cutting into his flesh….


Instead, he felt a second gloved hand grab his forearm. The rainwater soaked through his nightshirt as the hand shook him roughly.


“Get your ass up.”


Up? Tristan let his eyes flutter open. “What?”


“For Felice’s sake, did old Tolliver slice your ears off? I’m trying to rescue your traitorous ass. Let’s go.”


“Rescue,” Tristan said, blinking. “Then… you’re not here to kill me?”


Ryia’s gruff chuckle echoed through the darkness. “Not this time. But fuck me over again and we’ll have to talk. Fair?” She reached out to him.


Tristan grinned in disbelief, grabbing her hand and letting her pull him to his feet. “Fair.”


“All right, now that you’re finally up, we can get out of here,” Ryia said, crossing toward the window.


Tristan hurriedly grabbed his dressing gown, belting it on over his nightclothes as he stuffed his feet into the first pair of shoes he found. “You, er, you know I can’t climb down the side of a tower in this rain, right?”


Ryia tossed a grin over her shoulder, her teeth glinting in a fresh flash of lightning. “Because in better weather you’d skitter down it like a spider, would you?”


“I’d have a better chance of it, at least.” Tristan blushed, knotting the laces on his second shoe.


“Right… well, don’t worry, Dennison, we’re not going out that way.”


“Don’t call me that.”


Ryia turned, apparently indifferent to the torrents of rain pouring in through the shattered window. “What am I supposed to call you, then? If you say Your Highness, I might decide I am here to kill you.”


“No, that’s not—” Tristan started to protest. He shook his head and swallowed. “Tristan’s fine.”


He thought Ryia would argue, but she just studied him a second, then nodded. “Tristan it is. Now, Tristan, you think you can get through this window without cutting yourself to pieces?”


“About that.” Tristan crossed to the window, wincing as the rain splattered over him. The water was bone cold—how was Ryia standing there, soaked, without shivering? He grabbed the knob at the window’s base and swung it inward. “You could have just opened the window, you know,” he said.


Ryia blinked. “It’s not locked?”


Tristan raised an eyebrow. “It’s hundreds of feet in the air, Ryia. Why would it be locked?”


“I always forget how incredible I am,” Ryia said. Her eyes flicked to the chamber door. “How many are guarding the hall out there?”


Tristan shrugged. “At least two. Usually Shadow Wardens. Sometimes it’s Kinetics, though.”


Ryia’s face slipped into a grimace that Tristan understood all too well. The Shadow Wardens were somber and dangerous… but the Adept were something else entirely. Tristan had seen the damage they could do—and with his father controlling all of them… The thought prickled the back of his mind uncomfortably. Control over all the Adept of the world should make his father unstoppable. So why had he not yet made his move? Why hadn’t he conquered Gildemar? He had the Quill… didn’t he?


“How well do you know the inside of this castle?” Ryia asked, still eyeing the chamber door.


“Well enough,” he answered hesitantly.


“Good,” Ryia said. “Can you get us to the wine cellar?”


“The—what?”


The wine cellar was one of the last places he wanted to go right now. It was tucked away in the basement, below the keep’s kitchens. The farthest point in the keep from this high, rain-soaked tower. He would almost rather try to climb down the walls with cold-numbed fingers than try to navigate their way there. Almost. “How exactly will getting to the cellar help us escape?” he finally asked.


Ryia looked him up and down. “Let’s just say I hope you’re not too attached to those shoes.”


Before he could ask her to elaborate, the Butcher of Carrowwick disappeared out the window and into the rainy night. Her gloved hand slid back into view, beckoning for him to follow. He peered out the window after her, his dark curls sticking to his forehead as the rain drummed down on him.


“For Adalina’s sake,” he muttered. His rescuer was perched on the windowsill, some three inches wide… nothing but open air between her and the ground, so far below he couldn’t even see it in the darkness.


“Come on, let’s put that dancer’s frame to good use,” Ryia said with a wink.


“I don’t think I can—” he started. Then he swallowed, looking back toward the door. His father hadn’t done anything besides lock him in a luxurious tower… yet. But he would be more foolish than Weagar the Witless to sit around and wait for that to change. After all, the king had planned to kill him once before, in order to justify going to war with Gildemar—it was the reason Tristan had run off to Carrowwick in the first place. If his father had the Quill of Declan Day, he wouldn’t need to use his heir’s death as a pretense to start a war. Still, Tristan knew he knew too much. His father would find a way to silence him eventually.


The castle was quiet. The guards outside the door to his chamber hadn’t even stirred, as far as he could tell. The rain and the thunder could cover for them, and Ryia had a plan.


If he was going to get out, now was his only chance.


He took a deep breath and edged out onto the windowsill.


His head spun and his heart raced as he sidled along the sill, eyes locked on the back of Ryia’s hood to suppress the insistent—and insane—urge to look down. How in Adalina’s name did she do this all the time?


Ryia held up a hand, motioning for him to stop, and he stood, wavering on the sill for a few long seconds as she peered into the dark window of the chamber next to his. After a moment she waved him forward. It continued on like this for what felt like a lifetime: shuffle forward a few feet, wait at the window for Ryia’s all clear, then shuffle forward some more.


His legs shook, and he nearly toppled over every time a new crack of thunder boomed through the night. Ryia paused yet again as they reached another window, but this time she didn’t wave him forward. Instead she knelt, balancing on the three-inch windowsill as though it were as wide as a walking path, and pushed at the base of the window. Just like the one in Tristan’s chambers, it was unlatched. It creaked a bit as it swung open, but the sound was swallowed by the wrath of the storm.


Ryia crept inside, hand still raised to hold him back, peering through the darkness. After a few seconds she finally waved him forward. He almost collapsed into the room, his legs shaking as he dripped frigid rainwater all over the expensive rugs carpeting the west tower study. He eased the window shut as Ryia, apparently unconcerned with the value of the rugs, wrung out her cloak over them. When she noticed him staring, she shrugged.


“What? Would you rather I leave a clear trail so they know exactly where you went?” She strode to the door, pausing with one cheek pressed against it. She turned back questioningly. “Are there really no other guards in this tower?”


Tristan shrugged. “I mean, I’m the only person in the tower who needs guarding. And they think they know where I am.” He nodded back toward his now empty chamber.


“Stupid royals,” Ryia chuckled. “This is going to be even easier than I thought.” She paused again, staring intently at the door, almost like she expected to be able to see through it. Her nostrils flared… then she nodded, twisting the knob and looking both ways before waving him on. “ ‘Impregnable fortress’ my ass,” she muttered under her breath as they went.


The Shadow Keep was always quiet at night. The king and queen’s chambers were all the way up in the northern tower; Tristan’s brother and sister shared the southern tower. There would be chambermaids and servants in some of the corridors, and no doubt the kitchens were already bustling with preparations for breakfast, but the majority of the keep was as quiet and empty as a Borean graveyard, save for the muted rumblings of the storm outside.


It had been a long time since he had roamed these halls freely, but Tristan still knew them well. Not only the halls themselves, but the tricks, like the location of the servants’ stairwell in the western tower, and the fact that the third stair behind the throne room creaked something horrible. With a mix of his expertise and what must have been dumb luck, they made it through the top seven floors of the keep without incident. Tristan sighed with relief as they passed the kitchens without being seen. The ovens were already hot, the cooks already throwing vulgar insults at one another in thick, low-Edalish accents, but they managed to sneak into the larder without being spotted.


Still, Tristan couldn’t shake the strange curling of his stomach. He paused, frowning at the larder door. The overwhelming smell of spices and strong cheeses swirled around them in the darkness.


“What are you just standing around for?” Ryia hissed. “Let’s go.”


“I feel like we’re being watched,” Tristan whispered back. It was either intuition or paranoia. He sincerely hoped it was the second.


“Watched?” Ryia snorted. She sniffed the fragrant air of the larder, frowned, then shook her head. “If someone was watching us, they would have tried to kill me by now.”


“I guess…,” Tristan said.


Ryia walked forward across the larder, tapping one foot along the floorboards until she found a spot that sounded hollow. Her knees cracked as she crouched down and pried up the trapdoor to his father’s wine cellar with her nimble fingers.


He thought he saw a flicker of fear in her eyes as she peered down into the musty darkness. It was gone as quickly as it had come, but still, he noticed her rubbing her wrists nervously as she took to the stairs, descending into the cool dark of the wine cellar.


Tristan crept down into the blackness behind her. He felt ridiculous in his fine dressing gown and court shoes, trying to mimic the motions of the black-cloaked mercenary in her silent leather boots. But thankfully, it seemed the time for stealth had passed—for now, at least. His father would never partake in wine before supper, so the earliest a servant could possibly stumble upon them here would be some twelve hours from now.


“All right, let’s get going,” Ryia said.


“Going? Going where?” he asked dumbly.


“That’s a good question,” Ryia said. Then she whispered, “Where in Felice’s bitterest hell are you?”


Tristan frowned. “I’m right—” he started, but he broke off, stomach leaping into his chest as another voice sounded beneath his feet.


“I’m right under your bloody noses.”


Evelyn Linley? Tristan struggled to hide his surprise. The ex-captain of Dresdell was one of the last people he would have expected to come rescue him. Of course, Ryia was also one of the last people he would have expected to do so. It seemed that tonight, Felice was just full of surprises.


“How was your crawl through royal shit?” Ryia asked, crouching down and prying at something on the floor.


A grate.


Tristan grimaced, realizing with a start where Evelyn was. Aside from using one of the waste chambers, Tristan never gave the pipes within the walls of the castle much thought, except in the summers when a few of the lower halls smelled vaguely of boiled urine. And now… he wrinkled his nose. This explained why Ryia had told him not to get too attached to his shoes.


There was a low scraping sound as Ryia pulled the grate aside. The unmistakable scent of human waste washed over him. As Evelyn reached a hand up to help him down, he realized the smell was coming from the ex-captain herself. He held his breath as he grabbed her hand. It was moist—he tried not to think about why. The smell only grew stronger, almost overpowering him, as he lowered himself into the pipe.


“Careful,” Evelyn said, “this ruddy pipe is slipperier than a merchant on tax day.”


She wasn’t wrong. He almost lost his footing immediately, saved from sliding down the length of the waste-slick pipe only by Evelyn’s hand. He managed to find a few grooves in the shaped stone to latch on to. Already the smell threatened to overwhelm him. Between the waste in the pipe and the spices in the larder above, his nostrils felt ready to explode.


Then, suddenly, a flint struck somewhere in the darkness, and he was temporarily blinded by the light of a bright-burning lantern. A few slow, sarcastic claps followed, accompanied by the clicking of shoes on the floor of the wine cellar above his head.


“Well done, well done.”


The voice was one that sent Tristan’s teeth chattering and his heart racing. King Tolliver Shadowwood. He stalked out from behind a stack of wine barrels, flanked by four Shadow Wardens. Two gray-cloaked Adept servants slunk out of the corners as well. Kinetics.


Above him, Ryia’s hands jumped to the hatchets strapped across her back.


“Not so fast, thief,” his father said, taking another step forward.


“Thief?” Ryia said. She held up her hands, showing empty palms. “I’ve stolen nothing.”


Tristan gulped. In the cellar above, his father’s jaw tightened, thrown into sharp relief by the light of the lantern. “Let us not play games, gutter rat. I know what you’ve taken from me. The most valuable item in this world.”


Tristan frowned. He wasn’t sure how he felt about being referred to as an “item,” but this would be the first time his father had attached any sort of value to him whatsoever. His frown deepened as his father reached out a hand, palm up.


“I would have it returned to me.”


“You must have me confused with some other vagrant skulking around your castle, Your Highness,” Ryia said.


“I am certain I do not.” King Tolliver snapped his fingers once. “The Quill of Declan Day. If you relinquish it quickly, I may let you leave this cellar alive.”


Tristan shared a look with Evelyn. They wore radically different expressions—his one of blank confusion contrasting sharply with the way her narrow face was stretched tight in dread. His father didn’t have the Quill?


Ryia’s rasping laugh split the tense silence. “I don’t have the Quill. And if I did, I’d shove it up my own asshole before giving it to someone like you.”


“You don’t have it….” Through the grate, Tristan saw his father rub his fingers together thoughtfully. The king then gave a curt nod.


Tristan suppressed a yelp as the Kinetics at his father’s side sprang into action. They grabbed Ryia’s arms, pulling them behind her back.


“Search her,” said the king. His Shadow Wardens surged forward next, patting down Ryia’s pockets, sleeves, waist.


“Watch it,” the Butcher said in a warning tone. But the Wardens came up empty.


“Nothing but the hatchets, sir.”


“Hmm,” the king said. He leaned back, inspecting his fingernails. “You have already sold it, then? To whom?”


“I didn’t sell it,” Ryia said. She looked calm—defiant. “I destroyed it.”


Destroyed? Tristan’s stomach clenched. Had she really destroyed the Quill? Without it, no one would know where to find the new Adept. They would be born and just… exist out in the world. Wielding their powers. They could prop up their own leaders, form their own armies—armies the existing forces of the world would be powerless to stop. The kingdoms of Thamorr would crumble, and the lives of every non-magic person in this land would be in mortal danger. How could she do something like that?


Evelyn’s face was white as a sheet beside him. But up above, his father just laughed.


“If you are going to lie to me, you will have to do better than that.” He paced back and forth in front of her, throwing his long shadow up and down the shelves of dusty wine bottles from every corner of the five kingdoms. “Do not suppose I am not aware of all the Quill’s powers.” He nodded at the Kinetics holding her arms. “If the Quill was truly gone, these two beasts would be out for my blood at the moment, I would imagine.”


For the first time, Ryia’s cool mask slipped. She blinked it back into place in the span of a breath. “You’re lying.”


“I am not,” the king said calmly. He stopped his pacing, studying her for a moment, then sighed. “Well, if you truly do not have the Quill anymore, then I suppose there was no reason for me to set this elaborate trap for you. No reason for me to allow you to break in to steal away with my worthless son… and no reason for me to let either of you walk free.”


Elaborate trap. His father had set a trap for Ryia? He must have known Ryia had ended up with the Quill in the Catacombs, and somehow known she would come to save him. That was why he had been allowed to live, then. He—the worthless son—had been bait all this time.


“Elias, Oliver, lift that grate and return the prince to his chambers. The rest of you, deal with this… intruder.”


In the pipe beside him, Evelyn’s hand darted to the filth-stained sword at her belt.


“What are you doing?” he hissed. His father didn’t seem to know Evelyn was there. She could still get herself out of here.


“I’m not just going to let them kill her, you git,” she whispered back.


Of course, he had forgotten: this was death-before-dishonor Captain Evelyn Linley. She would never back down from a fight—not even when it was one that was clearly already lost.


Ryia moved forward a pace, stepping onto the grate before the Shadow Wardens could pry it back up. “If the Quill was not destroyed, there’s only one place it could have gone missing,” she said. Her eyes were locked on Evelyn’s. “Tracking down whoever took it is our number one priority now.”


“Unluckily for you, I know where that is,” the king said, addressing Ryia as though she had been speaking to him. “So, I still have no reason to keep you alive.” He tutted. “You’ll have to try harder than that, thief.”


A scuffle broke out above them. The shadows were too long and dark to see what was happening clearly, but Tristan heard swords leaving their sheaths and saw flashes of whirling hatchet blades cutting through the air. Beside him, Evelyn tensed. Her sword rang out shrilly as she pulled it free, and with a grunt, she pushed off from the slick base of the pipe, thrusting upward to slip the blade of her sword beneath the nearest Shadow Warden’s breastplate. He slumped onto the floor of the wine cellar with a gurgle.


“Hold on, Ryia—I’m coming!” Evelyn said. Her hand slipped, and she swore under her breath as she repositioned herself, struggling to pull herself from the steep, slippery tunnel of excrement.


“No, you’re not,” Ryia growled above. “There are only a few people in the world who know where the Quill could be, apart from this asshole,” she said, gesturing to Tristan’s father. She thrust both hatchets over her head, blocking one Shadow Warden’s blade before rearing back and kicking the nearest Adept squarely in the chest to knock it back a pace. “If all of us die here, you know what that means.”


Tristan’s breath caught in his throat. It was a fair point. The idea of his father having dominion over all the Adept was bad enough… but the idea of not knowing who held the beasts’ leash? He shuddered as he remembered the power that had flowed through him for the instant he had pressed his bloodied finger to the Quill. The chill of control he had felt. The idea of a mysterious stranger wielding that force was truly terrifying.


“Do we have a third truant in this cellar?” the king said, his tone almost playful as he peered down through the grate, sighting Evelyn for the first time. “Good, you can keep one another company in the pits of hell.”


“I don’t think so,” Ryia said. There was an edge of real fear in her voice as she lunged forward to stop the Shadow Wardens from prying up the grate again. “Evelyn, Tristan, get out of here. Now!”


Evelyn struggled forward again. She slipped and fell. Tristan caught her as she almost slid backward down the pipe. “I’m not going to leave you here,” she grunted.


Ryia blocked a Shadow Warden sword with each hatchet. He forced her back three paces, pinning her to the wall of the cellar. She looked around wildly, arms restrained. Her eyes lit up as they landed on a wine barrel lying on its side just beside the grate. “Yes, you are.”


She gritted her teeth, narrowing her eyes. Tristan’s mouth dropped open as he saw a pair of the throwing axes at her belt quiver to life, seemingly of their own accord. It was impossible. Time seemed to freeze for a moment, and he could hear nothing but his own breathing rattling around inside his skull.


Was she… was Ryia… Adept? No. She couldn’t be.


But as he watched, the axes sprang from her belt, careening through thin air toward the barrel, their bits embedding themselves firmly in the lid.


“Ryia, no!” Evelyn shouted. She adjusted her footing, clearly preparing to clamber out of the grate once again. Ryia’s face screwed up in concentration. Tristan felt his stomach clench again as the axes pried themselves free of the barrel, speeding back toward her outstretched hands. A steady drip-drip-drip of deep red wine dropped onto the floor just beside the grate.


Evelyn reached up, latching her fingers firmly on the stone floor just outside the grate, preparing to pull herself out into the cellar. Tristan saw one of his father’s Shadow Wardens slink from the shadows, sword raised, ready to strike downward and skewer Evelyn through the throat. Tristan tried to shout a warning, but his brain was still too preoccupied with the display of Adept magic he had just seen to cooperate with his mouth.


Ryia’s voice seemed to be working just fine. She let out a wordless cry of anguish, reaching out to stop the blade, though she wasn’t near enough to block the strike. At that very moment, the lid of the wine barrel suddenly burst into splinters.


A torrent of the finest Brillish wine rushed from the barrel, pouring straight down the grate. Evelyn lost her grip, slipping out of range of the sword just as the Shadow Warden struck.


“Stop! Stop. I said stop! Do you not see what she is doing?” Tristan’s father shouted above them. “She is Adept, you fools. But how…? We need to take her alive!”


“Shit!” Evelyn yelled, scrabbling at the side of the wall, struggling to keep her grip. She kept swearing, but the words were garbled by the flood of wine.


Tristan’s grasp on the pipe had been tenuous at best. With the force of the bitter wine rushing toward him, it was impossible to hold on. He flailed around, trying to get a grip… and then he was falling, shooting down the slick pipe, his back and hips protesting with every bump in the stone. Judging from the clang of steel and constant stream of creative Dresdellan curses, Evelyn was falling right behind him. They landed in a heap of tangled limbs and filthy clothes in a rowboat tied up in the moat at the mouth of the pipe.


For a moment, they just lay there, breathing hard, letting the driving rain wash the worst of the muck from them. Tristan wasn’t certain, but he thought Evelyn’s chest was heaving with what felt like sobs. After a few seconds, she extracted her limbs from his, readying her sword and facing the pipe again. The last remnants of the deep red wine were still spilling from it. His stomach turned. At least he hoped that was just wine.


He leapt up as Evelyn went to take a step forward, snaring her arm. “Where are you going?”


“Where do you think I’m going, Dennison?” she snapped.


“Don’t call me that,” Tristan spat back. He didn’t want to be connected to that name, especially not after what he had just seen. What his father had just done to Ryia.


But if she’s Adept, she belongs in chains, said a voice inside his mind. The voice sounded suspiciously like his father’s. He pushed the thought away. Adept powers or no, she was still Ryia… wasn’t she? His stomach clenched with indecision.


“Fine,” Evelyn said. “Where the ruddy hell do you think I’m going, kid? I’m going back to save her.”


“Are you a damned fool?” Tristan asked. “If you go back in there, he’s going to kill you.”


“And if I don’t, then he’s going to kill Ryia! Or torture her or—”


“You don’t think I know that?” Tristan shouted, grabbing her by both shoulders and shaking her. She froze, eyes wide, surprised at his outburst. He sagged forward, resting his forehead on her collarbone. “I know, okay? But you heard what she said. That Quill is still out there—”


“The Quill. Who cares about the bloody Quill?” Evelyn spat, pushing him away.


“Ryia does.” Tristan straightened, meeting her fierce gaze without flinching. “In case you missed it, she just let herself get dragged to the Shadow Cells so we could escape. So we could tell others and go find it. You want to throw that away just to get locked up right alongside her? You think that’s what Ryia wants?”


The fire blazing in Evelyn’s eyes flickered and faded, leaving her face drawn and ashen. “No. No, I don’t.” She scrubbed her hands down her cheeks. “But if we’re leaving her, we’d better have a ruddy good plan. I’m not abandoning her to rot in a prison just to fail.”


“We’re not going to fail,” Tristan said, his mind already whirring and churning.


“Then we’d better find that damned Quill.”


“Oh, we’ll find it. And we’d better do it quickly.” Tristan chewed his lip. “Because if it didn’t leave the Catacombs with you, and it didn’t leave the Catacombs with my father… there’s only one man I can think of who had hands on it. And he’s one of the last people in Thamorr you’d want to have it.”


He looked up in time to see Evelyn’s rain-soaked face drain of its color. “Wyatt Asher.”


“Wyatt Asher,” he confirmed.


The ex-captain wrestled with herself for almost a full minute, eyes darting between the pipe and Tristan’s face. Finally, she slumped back into the rowboat. “To Carrowwick?”


He nodded, grabbing an oar. He didn’t want to leave Ryia here any more than Evelyn did, even if she was Adept. He knew what his father was capable of, after all. But if Wyatt Asher had the means to control every Adept servant in Thamorr, someone needed to do something about it. And quickly.










Chapter three [image: ] NASH



Under normal circumstances, Nash would have been thrilled to be at the helm, the wind at her back, the spray of the sea in her face… but these circumstances were nowhere within fifty leagues of “normal.” For starters, she was sailing without her regular crew. Without a crew at all, really.


“Would it kill you to give me a hand here, Rezkoye?” she asked, wiping sweat from her brow as she called across the deck to Ivan.


Where she was running back and forth across the deck like a madwoman trying to keep The Hardship from sinking to the bottom of the twice-damned ocean, Ivan was sitting with his back against a crate and his nose in one of the books they had lifted from the Library of the Duality in Fairvine a few days ago.


Lifted. The word was too gentle. It made it sound like the job had been smooth and easy. In reality, they had almost died, missing the arrival of the Guildmaster’s Disciples in the Gildesh capital by a whip of a seasnake’s tail. It hadn’t been their first near miss either. And it was unlikely to be their last, if they didn’t get their act together soon.


“I’m busy,” Ivan said, leafing another page forward as he chewed on the rind of a sausage. The last of the sausage, if Nash’s calculations of their food stores were correct—they would need to make port again soon. But where? It was a question with no easy answer.


The Borean disguise-master was leaning so close to the paper as he read that Nash was surprised the tip of his nose wasn’t smudged with ink. After almost a month on the open ocean, his hair had grown out past his shoulders, and his face was slightly hollowed from hunger and marked by a light brown beard, but he looked far from unkempt. If anything, the bastard looked more flawless than ever.


“You don’t look that busy to me,” Nash grumbled back. But she knew that was far from fair. After all, there was a reason they were still sailing around the western coast of Thamorr, dreading the sight of blue sails on the horizon and avoiding the Disciples as they popped up in port after port, checking all the docking ships. A reason Callum Clem was not yet master of the world.


Clem may have been wily enough to sneak the true Quill of Declan Day out from under the noses of Ryia Cautella, King Tolliver Shadowwood, and Wyatt Asher all at once… but no amount of cunning could get the damned thing to actually work, it seemed. At least not for long.


After leaving Carrowwick, they had sailed straight for Safrona, on the southern tip of Briel. Clem’s plans of conquering the southern kingdoms before winding north toward Boreas were dashed when he realized that, no matter how many times he sliced his thumb and pressed its bloody print to the side of the Quill, he couldn’t take hold of all the world’s Adept for more than a half minute or so. And that half minute looked like a painful one, based on the Snake’s screwed-up eyes and sweat-drenched forehead.


When the blue sails started to crowd the horizon north of the Safronish docks, Clem finally agreed to stop cutting his thumb for a twice-damned second and think of a new plan. Gildemar had the largest library in all of Thamorr… so to Fairvine they went. Nash had lurked in the streets gathering news as Ivan went to the library and pilfered every book he could find that had been written in the era of Declan Day. The news Nash had overheard in those days still made her stomach clench and sent her eyes darting over her shoulder. The Guildmaster was mobilizing his army in force. For the first time in history.


In the few days they were docked in Fairvine, Nash had heard rumors of Disciples cropping up not only in Safrona, but also Tychias and Cilna—every major port in Briel. The Guildmaster’s men weren’t hunting the streets for infants; in fact, the Disciples hadn’t taken a single infant in over a month, according to the stories coming in from the traders. The rumormongers didn’t know why, and Nash was obviously not fool enough to share the answer.


With his Quill stolen and his ability to track down and steal crying babies from their mothers’ arms currently waylaid, the Guildmaster had found a new hobby: searching ships. Any ship docking or pulling out from the ports where the Disciples appeared was searched, deck to keel. In essence, if Nash happened to dock somewhere the Disciples were now stationed, they would be trapped. The Quill would be discovered. And after that, they would no doubt be executed.


They had just barely escaped that fate while leaving Fairvine and hadn’t dared pull in at any port since. In the past week or so, Clem had mostly shifted his focus to reading ferociously alone in his cabin, pelting anyone who dared try to come inside with either something sharp or something heavy. There were still times when the Snake’s two Adept froze in place up on deck, muscles all straining at once, and Nash knew Clem had decided to slice his damned thumb open again, trying to master the Quill. Then, invariably, they would resume their dead-eyed stares, proving that the Snake had failed yet again.


The namestone around Nash’s neck felt heavier and heavier each and every day. In her ma’s home kingdom of Briel, it was customary to hang the namestones of the dead. Nash had always assumed she would find the right place to hang her ma’s someday… but with capture and certain death lurking just over the horizon, Nash was becoming more and more certain that instead of a beautiful forest or a windswept cliffside, Ma’s namestone was likely to end up in a watery grave. The thought made Nash sick.


“If you would prefer, I can steer the ship and you can attempt to decipher the old Dresdellan texts,” Ivan said coolly, pulling Nash from her thoughts. He reached for the canteen beside him. He tipped it toward his mouth, then frowned as nothing but a few droplets came out. The water was nearly out too? They wouldn’t be able to avoid docking for much longer….


“Tempting,” Nash said. One of the sails started flapping, catching an errant wind. She turned her attention to one of the two Kinetics, standing still and silent a few paces away. “Hey, be a pal and grab that line, would you?” she called.


Both of the Adept looked nearly identical, their pale heads shaven, their cheeks marked with Clem’s brand—two snakes circling a man’s head like a halo. It wasn’t the first brand for either of the poor bastards. Not that she was surprised at that—Callum Clem was many things, but a reputable merchant was not one of them. Nor was he a nobleman. And those were the only two types of men invited to the Guildmaster’s auction to buy Adept of their own.


The Adept on the left strode forward, taking the line in hand as she had asked.


“You know you don’t have to ask them, Nash,” Ivan said quietly. He was watching her over the edge of his book with his startling, sea-green eyes.


“I—” Nash started, but cut off at the sound of a bloodcurdling scream. “Clem,” she said.


At the same time Ivan jumped to his feet and said, “Callum.”


Nash quickly waved the second Adept over to the helm; then she and Ivan both sprinted toward the hatch, nearly tripping over each other as they rushed belowdecks.


In their first few days of travel, Clem had ordered his Kinetics to divide the lower deck into three cabins connected by a single passageway using wood from the crates on board. Nash’s cabin was the smallest, closest to the ladder. Ivan’s was just beside hers, and the entire opposite side of the hold served as Clem’s quarters. Nash skidded into the doorway, Ivan close behind, to find Clem kneeling on the deck, his hands clenched tightly into fists, his face redder than a Borean with a sunburn. A lonely leather binding lay a few inches from him, surrounded by sheafs of loose parchment that looked like they had been shredded by a cave bear.


“Callum!” Ivan said, dropping to his knees at the Snake’s side. “What happened?”


“Like you don’t already know!” Clem said. He rounded on Ivan, wrapping his hands around the disguise-master’s throat. His unhealed thumbs left smears of dark crimson blood on Ivan’s pale skin. “You set me up to look like a fool, didn’t you? Didn’t you?!”


“Clem, what the fuck!” Nash said, leaping forward and grabbing the Snake by the shoulders. Thankfully he was still weaker than a newly hatched gull, and she easily pulled him away from Ivan. Clem rounded on her next, but she stood her ground, placing herself between the two men. “What is going on?”


The redness in Clem’s face subsided, his breathing slowing down to a normal rate as he sank back into his usual calm persona as quickly and easily as another person might slip on a pair of boots. He straightened his shirt, running one bloodstained hand over his hair, then handed Ivan one of the leaves of parchment littering the deck.


“I’ve been misled,” he said. His eyes glittered dangerously again, the madness sparking back up as suddenly as it had left a second ago. “And if I discover it was by either of you… you will wish I had the mercy to throw you overboard.”


Ivan seemed unfazed by the threat, despite the fact that his throat was still ringed with bloody marks from Clem’s fingers. Instead, he just took the paper and began to read, his brow dipping lower with every word on the page. “No,” he whispered, more to himself than anyone else. “It cannot be.”


“What?” Nash asked, impatient. “Does anyone want to tell me what the hell is going on?”


Ivan opened his mouth to speak, but apparently that was too twice-damned difficult. Instead, he just passed the sheet of paper to Nash in silence. It was a study of the early Guildmasters of Thamorr, written in what looked like Middle Thamorri, the language that had morphed into Thamorri Common over the past few hundred years. There were a lot of words Nash couldn’t quite decipher from that old dialect, but there was one line that sucked all the air from her lungs. It didn’t mention the Quill by name, but still, it was clear what the passage meant.


Nash looked up. “So, the Quill…”


Clem’s lip curled as he glared at her with eyes rimmed in the deepest red. “The Quill of Declan Day cannot be wielded by a man without Adept magic.”


“That cannot be the entire story,” Ivan said. He began to shuffle the papers on the deck, searching through them. “Perhaps there is some way to work around this safeguard of Declan Day’s device. Perhaps…”


Ivan continued to talk, but Nash’s ears were suddenly filled with the rush of blood past her eardrums and nothing more. She hadn’t wanted to give Callum Clem this twice-damned Quill in the first place. Now they were almost out of supplies, sailing up and down the coast of Thamorr, afraid to dock anywhere, on the run from… well, everyone.


Clem would never give up on his hopeless quest for power; the way he was drinking in the scattered pages like they were water when he was dying of thirst made that painfully clear. And somehow, amazingly, Ivan was drinking them in right alongside him. Clem’s hands had been at Ivan’s throat not one minute ago, and already Ivan was acting as though it had never happened. Why on earth was the disguise-master so loyal to this man? Especially now that Clem was clearly losing his marbles?


Even if the Snake didn’t lose his mind completely, if he insisted on staying out here, parsing through old texts in hopes of making the impossible possible, they were sitting ducks. They would just float here, bobbing like a cork, until the Guildmaster managed to track them down. Nash reached up toward the leather strap encircling her throat, instinctively grabbing her ma’s namestone and running her fingers over it as she thought. Callum Clem would never give up the Quill by choice, so there was only one option left. She eyed the Quill, swaying from its chain around Clem’s neck.


She was going to have to steal it.





NASH WAITED UNTIL WELL AFTER dark, after the sun had been swallowed by the Yawning Sea and the sounds of shuffling papers had faded into silence belowdecks. She eyed the horizon to the west. The shadow of Gildemar rose like thick black smoke over the tossing waves. They had kept out of sight of the Thamorri coastline for days now, but she had slowly steered them west over the past few hours. Once she had stolen the Quill, she would take The Hardship’s dinghy and row herself to the mainland. The night should hide her from prying eyes on the shore, and with a little luck, she would be able to disappear into the wilderness before Clem was any the wiser.


Nash swallowed. Everyone in Carrowwick knew betraying Callum Clem was not a wise move—not if you wanted to keep your head attached to your shoulders. But they weren’t in Carrowwick anymore. Without his Saints, and without the Quill, he would be just another man. A ruthless man who would surely be hell-bent on destroying her, but still, just a man.


“You there!” she called. The nearest Kinetic turned sharply toward her. She pointed to the wheel. “Man the helm awhile, would you?”


The Adept didn’t nod or show any other sign it had heard, but it walked across the deck toward her, stiff and mechanical. Its flat, dead eyes didn’t even meet hers as it—he?—took the wheel in hand, staring blankly off into the distance.


“Keep us on course,” Nash said. “I’ll be right back.”


She wasn’t sure why she was bothering to lie to the Kinetic—she wasn’t even sure if the creature could understand her… but still, it felt wrong to communicate with them with just snaps and points the way Clem did. She had always had what many would call a “problematic” sympathy for Adepts, but ever since she had seen the children on the Guildmaster’s island, she was even more certain of their humanity. Now that she lived with two Kinetics in close quarters, she knew that they ate and slept, just like any other men (though only when ordered). Of course, Clem fed them like dogs and made them curl up on the deck to sleep. But still, there had to be something human left in them… didn’t there?


The night wind riffled through her short, dark curls as Nash turned away from the helm, stalking across the deck toward the hatch. As she picked her way over the salt-stained slats, Nash thought about her sister, Jolie. The infant who had been stolen from her mother’s arms by Disciples when Nash was barely more than a baby herself. She shot a look over her shoulder at the Kinetic now at the helm, bathed in starlight. Maybe she only wanted to believe there was still something human in them. That somewhere out there, Jolie was alive, just trapped in an expressionless shell like this poor sap—whether it was true or not.


Nash shook her head, turning away again. She could dwell on depressing things like that another day. Once the Quill was sold, and she was flush enough with crescents to buy a proper ship and crew and sail off into the sunset far away from Callum Clem. She tapped her ma’s namestone again. She had wasted enough years of her life smuggling for the crime lords of this world. Once she escaped Clem and sold the Quill, she would finally go searching for a place she could set her ma’s memory to rest. She would just have to ignore the pang in her chest that came every time she remembered that sailing far away from Clem would also mean sailing far away from Ivan. But if he wouldn’t leave the Snake’s side… there was nothing she could do about that.


Trying to stay as quiet as possible, she knelt to the deck and eased the hatch open, climbing rung after rung down into the gloom. She paused when she reached the lower deck, listening. Nothing but silence, the deep breath of sleep, and the flapping of sails up above. Finally, Clem’s madness had given in to exhaustion. It had certainly taken long enough.


She crept through the hold as silently as she could manage. She had never really been one for sneaking—she was, after all, over six feet tall and built like a fort wall. Avoiding the worst of the creaky planks beneath her feet, she paused at the entrance to Ivan’s quarters. Would he leave the Snake? He had seemed too certain all this time… but with the news they had gotten today, maybe there was a chance she could sway him.


“Looking for someone?”


Nash whirled around to see Ivan standing in the passageway behind her, his golden hair bathed in the moonlight streaming in through the open hatch.


“Clem still up, then?” Nash asked.


Ivan shook his head. “No, he fell asleep some time ago. I wanted to go through one last text.”


One last text. Nash’s heart skipped. Last. Was he finally ready to give up on this madness? “Did you find anything?”


Ivan’s face twisted sourly. “You already know that I did not.” He paused, looking at her for a few heartbeats. Then: “I know why you are here. What you’re planning to do.”


Nash smiled hesitantly, flashing her sharpened canines. “And? Have you come to stop me, or help me?”


Ivan’s stonelike face used to be so unreadable to her, but she knew him better than that now. The corners of his lips tightened under his frustratingly perfect beard. The thin lines on his forehead grew just a hair deeper. He was either torn or pissed. If he was pissed, she could only drive him further away from her. Deeper into the chasm of Clem worship he had been sinking into these past few weeks. But if he was torn…


“Look, Ivan, we helped Clem get the Quill to keep it out of more dangerous hands. If he can’t master its power… he’s not going to have it much longer.”


“You do not know that he cannot master it,” Ivan said stiffly.


“If anyone could puzzle it out, it’s probably you two,” Nash admitted. “But if we don’t do something quickly, the Guildmaster is going to track us down and take it. By force.”


“You’re just planning to beat him to it, then?”


“It’s a damn sight better than sailing around in circles, waiting to get ambushed and murdered.”


Ivan’s lips grew tighter. “We cannot betray Callum. Not now.”


“He doesn’t deserve this much loyalty from you, Ivan,” Nash whispered. “You know he would sell you out for a new pair of loafers, don’t you?”


“I think you are forgetting something, Nash,” Ivan said, putting as much sourness on her name as she had just put on his. His eyes were hardly visible in the darkness as he took another step toward her, but she could still see them flick up toward the deck above them.


“The Kinetics?” Nash guessed.


“Yes, the Kinetics,” Ivan whispered. “I have seen the way Callum allows you to order them around up on deck, but do not think for a moment that they are yours.”


Nash recoiled, disgusted. “I wouldn’t want them to be mine.” And she meant it. She had been commanding them on board The Hardship for the past few weeks, it was true, but she had treated them like crewmen, not servants.


Pity flickered in Ivan’s eyes, and Nash felt her hackles rise. She had never liked pity from anyone, but she especially didn’t want it from him. “I’m taking that Quill,” she started, voice a low hiss, “and I’m going to sell it to some unlucky bastard who won’t understand that he can’t use it. Then I’m going to use the gold to buy myself a nice ship and enough Gildesh-made wine to last a trip all the way around the three seas.”


The never-ending ocean swirling in Ivan’s eyes froze solid, cracking and hardening as he stepped toward her again. Her breath caught as he stood inches from her. “If you manage to steal that Quill, the Guildmaster will not be the only one hunting you.”


Nash snorted softly. “Callum Clem is unraveling. He’s not the Snake of the Southern Dock anymore. Now he’s just a madman with an obsession.”


“I did not mean Clem.”


Nash drew back a step. After all the time they had spent together? The dangers they had shared, the betrayals they had weathered… He was so willing to become her enemy—her hunter—just like that, in the blink of an eye?


She stood, staring Ivan down for one heartbeat, then another. But the fight was already over. If she tried to take the Quill now, he would raise the alarm. And if he did that… well, the Kinetics would do what they did best. Tear her to bits and toss the pieces overboard for the sharks to fight over.


Finally, she sighed and took a step backward, raising her hands in surrender. “Fine.” She shouldered past him, grabbing hold of the ladder and climbing up to the deck. For the first time in her life, she felt claustrophobic on her own damned ship.


“Where are you going?”


“To set a new course,” Nash said. She didn’t bother to keep her voice down anymore. Clem would find out what she was doing as soon as he woke anyway.


“A new course?” Ivan hissed. “I was not aware we had a course to begin with. Where could you possibly mean to go? The Guildmaster has Disciples in every major port along this coastline.”


“We need supplies,” Nash said flatly. “And I can think of one port that may have escaped the Guildmaster’s attention. So far, at least.”


Ivan was quiet for a moment. Then his eyes sharpened. “Golden Port?”


“Golden Port,” Nash repeated, half to herself. No matter how far she ran from that cursed town, it always managed to drag her back. As she took the helm again, she found herself almost wishing she’d see blue sails on that horizon.
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