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  Chapter One


   


   


  TOSSED BY THE violent rocking of the hull, the lantern threw wild shadows over the damp wall of my cell. It was night; though the Ulstat schooner was seaworthy, gaps between the upper planks of the wall allowed moonlight past. Frothing waves sprayed seawater through the same cracks. In the first few hours of our journey, I’d tried to scoot away to stay dry. It had done no good. My leg iron kept me shackled too close to the wall to escape the splashing. Trying only caused the cuff to chafe.


  A sudden, savage wave sent me lurching across the cabin. My chain snapped tight, the cuff trenching into the skin of my ankle, cutting flesh and bruising bone. The groan of the hull covered my shriek as I tried desperately to worm back toward the wall before the next wave smacked us. Huddled in a ball, my hand around the iron cuff as if I could keep it from hurting me again, I whimpered and waited, sprayed every few seconds by seawater.


  Time stretched out, each crash of a wave and moan of the hull beating against my strength. When the cruel rocking finally quieted, I held my breath, afraid it would just start back up. Moments later, my door flew open, slamming against the wall.


  A guardsman for House Ulstat stood in the entry, face locked in a permanent snarl. A scar slashed across his cheek, creating a line from his lip to the outer corner of his eye where his beard didn’t grow. The scar itself was black, probably due to coal dust and a poor job cleaning out the original wound.


  “Ilaraok harbor?” I asked, forcing strength into my words. Of the twenty or so Kiriilt Islands, Araok housed the second largest capital city, Ilaraok. But unlike my home city, Istanik, which hosted more than two dozen trader Houses, only House Ulstat called Ilaraok home. By rumor, it was a stark and ugly place. Smelly, too.


  The man grunted. Did that mean yes? No?


  “You’re going to unchain me at least, right?” As I held up my foot, I noticed the line of blood dripping down my ankle. I wished I were on Ioene where the power of the aurora would heal the gash overnight. As it was, I’d have to convince Trader Ulstat that I’d be no use to him with gangrene rotting my foot off. He must need me. Otherwise, why go to the trouble of keeping me alive?


  The guard didn’t respond. Instead, he pulled a heavy keychain from his pocket and fitted one of the keys into the lock at the wall. After unfastening my chain from the ship, he draped it over his shoulder and started out the door, clearly expecting me to follow. I didn’t hesitate; there'd come a time to fight, but it wasn’t now, not with my family and Raav locked in the hold with me.


  According to what Olev Ulstat had said during our capture, Mistress Nyralit was aboard, too. Captain Altak had brought news of her abduction more than ten days ago—she’d been taken during a mission to recruit help from the smaller of the Kiriilt Islands. Ten days was a long time—she might be too hurt or weak to get off the ship quickly. I needed a better understanding of the situation before I made a move.


  I followed the guard into the ship’s central aisle, grimacing when he gave an extra tug that ground the iron cuff into my wound. Another Ulstat guardsman shouldered out of the adjacent cabin with Raav in tow. Unlike my single shackle, they’d put Raav’s wrists in irons as well as cuffing one of his ankles. In the two days since we’d sailed away from Stanik Island, casting off from the hidden anchorage in the dark of night, Raav’s bruises had darkened. His upper lip was swollen, and a livid scrape showed through the knee of his torn trousers.


  I wanted to run to him but remained where I was, standing obediently behind my guard. Raav’s eyes met mine, sending rays of warmth through me. I stared back, trying without speaking to say how sorry I was about his family. About all this. Frask had died at Raav’s hand, whether Raav had intended it or not. Regardless of his brother’s cruelty, Raav had to be drowning in guilt over that. He’d lost his mother in the battle for Istanik, too. But he stood with his shoulders straight, defiant in the face of the Ulstat guards.


  “Hurry up about it,” the guard who led me called. “Trader Ulstat wants us up and out in minutes. Ship needs to get round the north point.”


  Grumbles followed the words, emanating from a pair of cabins between us and the forward ladder. After a moment, a door swung open, and a guard stepped out leading my family on a single chain. Da’s hands were cuffed like Raav’s, but they’d left Jaret’s free. Finally, a last guard appeared, pulling Nyralit’s chain. When the former strandmistress looked over her shoulder and caught my eye, she cried in dismay.


  “We’re okay,” I called. “We’ll be okay.” I wanted to say more, but if I started talking about escape, the guards might decide to do a better job locking me up.


  My reassurance didn’t seem to help Nyralit. Already bedraggled, her flowing silks tattered and her hair a tangled mess, she bowed her head in defeat. I clenched my fists behind my back. I’d need to speak with her in private. Soon. I could really use her help in getting out of this. Having her feeling beaten would do no good.


  Now that we’d all been fetched from our cells, my guard jerked my chain. I squelched a cry of pain, but only barely. Hoping to avoid another jerk, I followed so close on the man’s heels that he cast an annoyed look over his shoulder.


  After two days in the hold, my knees shook when we were dragged up the ladder. Once on deck, I could see the severe lines of Araok Island blotting the stars ahead. Above, a handful of clouds scudded across a gibbous moon. But otherwise, stars glittered above. Clearly, no imminent storm threatened. Which meant that the huge waves were either due to distant weather or worse, they were signs that Mieshk’s power was growing faster than I’d feared.


  Our ship had darted into a bay, bringing the reprieve from the large waves on the open strait. But unlike the harbor near Ilaraok, the island’s main city, the shore wrapping the bay here was unpopulated.


  So why had we stopped?


  Moments later, a handful of crew dashed across the decks, followed by the stark figure of Olev Ulstat. The trader glared at our huddled group, reserving a particularly long glance for me. I curled my lip at him. As if to punish me, he reached for his belt and pulled out my dagger.


  Immediately, I reached for Tyrak with my inner sense.


  Tyrak?


  Lilik! Thank the tides! Are you okay? I can barely hear you.


  When Trader Ulstat ran a finger across the blade, I could feel Tyrak’s revulsion. I felt violated, too, as if it were me that Olev Ulstat touched without permission.


  I’ll get you back. I promise. I shoved my thoughts hard in Tyrak’s direction, as much in frustration at seeing him held by the Ulstat prime as to make sure the idea reached him.


  I have no doubt in that, Tyrak responded.


  “Come on, people!” Trader Ulstat called to his crew. “If we’re not in the water immediately, you’ll be left aboard with the . . . volunteers.”


  Volunteers? I caught Raav’s eye, and he shrugged.


  At a nod from Trader Ulstat, my captor yanked my chain, sending a fresh shiver of pain up my leg from the cuff. How were Da and Raav’s wrists faring? Better than my ankle, I hoped. As the guards dragged us toward the aft deck of the ship, I spotted crewmen at work swinging the ship’s dinghy out over the water. As soon as we neared, Trader Ulstat instructed his men to open a section of the rail so we could climb in.


  I went first, sending the boat into a wild swing when I overbalanced. A jerk on my chain combined with a dive toward a bench kept me from flying over the other side.


  “Perhaps the rest of your companions can be more cautious when boarding,” Trader Ulstat commented.


  I glared at him.


  Once our party of captives and guards were seated in the vessel, Trader Ulstat climbed aboard. He nodded at the nearest crewman who jumped to the winch and began lowering us to the surface of the water.


  “As soon as we’re ashore, those who didn’t volunteer may swim,” the trader announced. “The others—you know your job. Wait until she draws alongside. It has to be close.”


  “What’s going on?” I asked.


  Trader Ulstat sneered. “You’ll find out soon enough.”


  When my guard released my chain to take up the oars, I considered jumping overboard and swimming for freedom. But with a length of heavy metal links locked to my ankle, I wouldn’t make it far. So I slouched in my seat and attempted to look bored.


  In truth, I was starving, and the inside of my mouth felt like a clamshell left cracked open under the hot sun. My tongue was a shriveled piece of meat left to dry up and wither. Since departing Stanik Island, Olev Ulstat hadn’t bothered to give us food, and we’d had just one drink.


  I wouldn’t let him see that it had weakened me though.


  When the bottom of the boat rasped against the sand of the beach, Trader Ulstat jumped from the bow and grabbed a line knotted through an eyebolt. He held the vessel in place while the guards disembarked and then half-lifted, half-dragged us from the boat. As we waded ashore, the salty water stung the gash on my ankle. Trader Ulstat scanned the beach until he spotted the silvery wood of a long-dead tree, fallen from the sparse pine forest behind, or maybe carried on storm seas in some distant past.


  Trader Ulstat took a seat on the trunk and gestured at the guards. After dragging us to the log, one of the men pulled more locks from a heavy canvas sack and fastened the ends of our chains together. Next, he looped a free end around one of the standing trees and locked it. I suspected that by working together, we could uproot the tree—Araok’s soil was thin and rocky, the trees weak. But with four guards hovering, that wouldn’t do much good.


  “Sit,” said Trader Ulstat. “We have a while to wait.”


  I knew he wanted us to ask about his plans again. Instead, I stepped over a loop of chain and took a seat next to Nyralit. She scooted close, both taking comfort and providing warmth. As we waited, around ten men from the ship swam to shore and waded onto the sand. In the bay, the schooner’s remaining crew raised the sail.


  “The beach here reminds me a little of Ioene,” Nyralit commented. “Especially with the darkness.”


  Jaret scooted closer, eager for a tale. During my time back in Istanik, I'd had few chances to tell him about the better parts of the Nocturnai—I’d been too focused on other things.


  “Before Mieshk, at least,” she added. “Who knows what the island is like now.”


  At that, Raav nodded. Wrists still locked in the cuffs, he’d chosen to remain standing in defiance of Trader Ulstat’s command to sit.


  “She’s as mad as the monster-heir,” he muttered, no doubt trying to provoke Trader Ulstat into acting rashly. From this point on, we needed to be constantly looking for advantages.


  If Raav’s comment riled the prime of House Ulstat, the man didn’t show it. Eyes on the bay, he tugged up the legs of his trousers and took a seat at the end of the log.


  “Don’t worry,” I said. “Whatever she’s done is temporary. As soon as we eradicate her, we’ll heal the island. Make it like it was during Vanished times.”


  Finally, Trader Ulstat’s upper lip twitched. I smirked.


  Like a ghost, the schooner tacked and headed from the bay. Once or twice, the sound of creaking rigging drifted over our beach. More often, any noise from the outer bay was lost in the nearby lapping of wavelets against the sand, and from behind, the rustle of small animals in the dry forest undergrowth. Gathered in a small group, the guards kept watch on both the beach and the forest behind us. Though the trees were sparse, the woods were one of the few places on Araok Island where someone could hide; most of the landscape was dark stone and bare soil, pocked with mine openings and quarries.


  As the schooner moved into the main strait, the sails snapped with the increased wind and rolling swell. Upon the deck, someone lit a torch and stood at the bow.


  “Not long now,” Trader Ulstat said. “I think we were quick enough in our little side trip.”


  “You okay, Lilik?” Da asked. It was the first time he’d spoken since we waded ashore. I wondered what he was thinking. Did he feel like he’d failed to protect me? Ridiculous, of course, since it was my fault he’d been captured in the first place. But that wouldn’t stop him from trying to take responsibility.


  “I’ll be better once we see House Ulstat obliterated. Shouldn’t be long.”


  Da sighed in response, out of words for me.


  “This isn’t your fault, Da,” I said. “I just wish I’d done a better job keeping you and Jaret away from everything.”


  “You did what you could,” he responded. “It was your idea for Jaret and me to hide while you fought with the resistance. I should have taken your warnings more seriously. Been more careful.”


  “There,” Trader Ulstat said, standing. He pointed toward the strait. In the wan moonlight, the sails of the schooner were pale ghosts against the dark sea. I wasn’t sure what the trader was indicating until Nyralit gasped.


  “I don’t see,” Jaret said.


  “There.” Nyralit pointed.


  Out on the dark strait, the shimmering colors on the mainsail of Zyri’s Promise danced over the waves. I couldn't make out the details of the image sketched on the glowing, nightwoven cloth; she was too far away. But there was no doubt about the ship’s identity. Sleek as a hunting shark, she sped forward and darted back and forth, light from her sail glinting off the water.


  Captain Altak was gaining on the Ulstat schooner, matching her tack for tack while managing a careful distance between the vessels. In the darkness, he wouldn’t want to misjudge.


  “We spotted him near midnight,” Trader Ulstat said. “We didn’t have much time, but fortunately I have intimate knowledge of the Araokan coastline. Unlike your captain.”


  I understood now. Fearing we’d be rescued, the trader had slipped into the bay and unloaded us. Not a bad plan. But he had to realize that Captain Altak would catch the schooner soon enough. Especially after Trader Ulstat had ordered most of the crew off the ship, the remaining sailors would have no chance in actual combat. Whether Captain Altak had readied his harpoons or whether he planned to use grapples and board the other vessel, the schooner was doomed. No doubt the captain would take a prisoner and get the story of our whereabouts from them.


  Trader Ulstat was watching me, a keen look in his eyes.


  “Don’t think I haven’t considered the odds,” he commented. “This isn’t about a shipboard battle.”


  At the next tack, torches flared to life on the decks of Zyri’s Promise. Outlined by fire, the ship accelerated, doubling her speed in a matter of moments. Built by the Vanished and pulled by a nightwoven sail, the ship could sail at ten times the speed, maybe more, of the schooner. Most likely, Captain Altak had left port a full day after we sailed from Stanik Island. It hadn’t been hard to guess our destination.


  Barreling across the strait, Zyri’s Promise arrowed for the schooner only to whip around at the last moment, drawing broadsides to her and matching her pace. Our friends planned to board, probably having decided it would be safer than harpooning a ship that had prisoners aboard.


  After a couple minutes, the ships were locked together, grapples binding them rail to rail. I watched, hand over my mouth as they sailed on. Moments later, I gasped when dark shapes leaped from the rail of the schooner, opposite Zyri’s Promise and probably invisible to her crew.


  Were they fleeing? No. A cold weight settled into my stomach as I realized that this must’ve been planned.


  Maintaining the tack, the ships passed out of sight, their silhouettes hidden behind a jut of land forming one arm of the bay. I waited, breath held, for the next tack. Watched, unblinking, for the glimmering sail of Zyri’s Promise to emerge once again in plain view at the center of the strait.


  Instead, a flash of light stabbed the back of my eyes. I cried out as flame leaped for the heavens, the initial fireball towering three times the height of a ship. The sound of exploding black powder pummeled us a few heartbeats later, knocking the breath from my body, leaving my ears ringing.


  And finally, the heat washed us as the conflagration lowered to a steady blaze, a cloud of smoke with a red underbelly billowing up to block the starlight.


  “Well,” said Trader Ulstat, “at least you know they tried to rescue you.”


  


  Chapter Two


   


   


  I WATCHED, STRICKEN as the last glow of burning wood faded from the strait. My fingertips were raw from clawing at the silvered log beneath me. It didn’t seem real. How could this happen? After everything we’d been through, how could someone like Trader Ulstat bring down Zyri’s Promise?


  Beside me, Nyralit was silent. Maybe she couldn’t speak, for fear of crying in front of our captor.


  I wrapped my arm around her. “I missed you. I don’t know what else to say except that I’m sorry.”


  Closing her eyes, she nodded.


  After a few minutes, Trader Ulstat paced off down the beach. In his absence, a guard walked along the back of the log, dragging the chain with his toe. It pulled tight and knocked us off balance, nearly forcing Raav off the end of the log.


  The man laughed, jiggling the club at his belt. “I lost many friends in Istanik Harbor,” he said. “Don’t think they’re easily forgotten.”


  Eyes throwing spears of hate, Raav glared at the guard. “With good fortune, you’ll soon meet that fate.”


  “Hold on to that anger,” I said to him. “We’ll need it later.”


  “Then there’s this one,” the guard said, elbowing one of his peers. “Doesn’t understand when she’s lost.”


  I ignored him. No use wasting my emotions on an Ulstat loyalist. I needed to focus—I owed it to the friends I’d just lost. I’d have my revenge on the Ulstats as soon as I’d retaken Ioene from Mieshk.


  From somewhere in the trees behind, leaves rustled. Swiveling, I peered into the ragged depths. Like most of Araok Island’s scrubby vegetation, the grove behind us could hardly be called a forest. The largest trees had been harvested centuries ago to be used as support timbers in the mines. Those remaining were stunted. I felt sorry for whatever poor creature lived in such an ugly place.


  “It’s not over,” Nyralit said after a while. “We don’t even know she sank. Think about how we found her.”


  We’d discovered the ship in the harbor at Ashkalan, still afloat after a thousand years of Ioene’s eruptions. Fire couldn’t harm Zyri’s Promise directly, and I seriously doubted Trader Ulstat knew that. But given the force of the explosion, I still didn’t see how the ship could have survived.


  A bit heartened despite myself, I pressed my shoulder to Nyralit’s. As I pivoted to face the sea, motion in the trees caught my eye. The animal? I searched, squinting, but saw nothing more.


  As Trader Ulstat made his way back to our group, a shout came from near the point.


  “Just when I was beginning to wonder if I had a single competent man left,” Trader Ulstat muttered. He crossed his arms over his chest and waited for the dripping-wet sailor to stagger down the beach.


  The man stopped in front of his master and sketched a small bow. “It’s done, sir.”


  “That much was obvious in the large spout of flame,” the trader said. “I assume we were successful?”


  “She sank with no survivors,” the man affirmed.


  The words felt like I’d been kicked in the chest. A gasp leaked from my throat, and my hand found Nyralit’s. Captain Altak . . .


  “You’re sure of this?” the trader asked. “We won’t encounter unexpected resistance when the longboat fetches us?”


  “I waited on the shore. None swam free of the wreck.”


  “And where are your fellow volunteers?”


  “Drowned, sir. The pull of the ships sucked them down.”


  “Yet you survived . . .” The trader narrowed his eyes at his man. “Were you just lucky? Or did you leap free of the decks sooner than you were instructed.”


  The man shifted his gaze back and forth. “I . . . well . . . Perhaps you could say I had a better sense of timing than some of my fellow crewmen.”


  “Interesting,” Trader Ulstat said. “Yet I’m sure you waited until there was no doubt of success. I suppose you can’t be blamed for the others’ inability to make the same judgment.”


  “No, sir.”


  Like a cracking whip, Trader Ulstat hit the man across the face with a savage backhand. Staggering, the sailor made a weak attempt to get his forearms up to defend against another blow.


  “I’m inclined to punish you further. But you’ve brought me good news, so I’ll be merciful. You might as well start back. It’s a long walk overland to Ilaraok, and you’ll be thirsty before you arrive.”


  With a nod, the man trotted off along the beach and disappeared over a rise. I turned to my friends, horrified.


  Nyralit chewed her lip, a single tear slipping down her cheek. However destroyed I felt, she had to be experiencing that ten times over—she and Captain Altak had been lovers for years. Hugging her tight, I moved so that Trader Ulstat couldn’t see the grief he’d caused.


  Around us, the night was as cold as our hearts. Even the guards seemed chilled by the mood; they didn’t dare come close again. Finally, the eastern horizon paled. In the cold hours of the early morning, my bleak rage had turned to resolve. My heart was harder than before, and I knew I would do whatever it took to ruin House Ulstat.


  The coming sun offered no warmth. My joints had stiffened from enduring the night’s cool in damp clothing. Starting with my fingers, I worked out the chill. Given the opportunity, I wouldn’t hesitate to wrap my hands around Trader Ulstat’s neck and choke the life from him.


  I stood, pretending to stretch. Moving on to loosen my wrists and ankles, then my knees and hips, I got ready to act. I shuffled in a circle at the limit of my chain, scanning the trees behind us. With a deep breath of the sea air, I smelled a faint hint of the refineries drifting all the way from Ilaraok. Trader Ulstat had mentioned a longboat. Maybe I could manage to get a chain wrapped around his neck before our ferry—and more guards—came.


  Jaret worked his way toward me, hopelessly tangling the chains that bound us.


  “Do you really think they’re dead?” he asked quietly.


  I glanced at Trader Ulstat—his ear was cocked toward us. The man enjoyed our grief.


  “Many people have sacrificed to stop the Ulstats,” I said. “And I intend to avenge every single one.”


  Jaret’s lower lip sucked between his teeth. I knew he wouldn’t cry, not with Trader Ulstat watching. But he hadn’t had the experience I’d had with violence and death. I hated that he had to learn about it now. When I got on tiptoes to put my arm around his shoulder, one of our guards stepped closer, growling.


  “Oh, let her comfort her baby brother,” Trader Ulstat said, sneering. “Our ride will arrive soon. Will be easier for us to manage him if he’s not sniveling and whining all the way back to the capital.”


  Beneath my arm, Jaret tensed. He raised a fist, ready to strike at the Ulstat prime. As I stepped between him and Trader Ulstat, I collided with Da.


  Even shackled, Da was an impressive presence. His gentleness with us made it easy to forget, but as I watched Trader Ulstat’s eyes shift up to look Da in the face, I remembered what other people saw. My father’s jaw was set, his eyes blazing.


  “My son is one of the bravest boys in the Islands,” Da said.


  Trader Ulstat smirked. “If you say so.”


  “Let it go, Da,” I said. “Jaret’s too smart to let an Ulstat bother him. Right?” I squeezed Jaret’s shoulder.


  “You always told me that traders had no self-respect,” Jaret said. “Now that I’ve met this man, I understand what you meant. If you can call him a man, that is.”


  Da smiled crookedly. “Compared to you, he’s still a suckling infant.”


  Trader Ulstat’s cheek twitched, but he didn’t respond.


  I touched my father on the elbow. “Sit. We should save our strength.”
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  “Trader,” said one of the guards, pointing over the water. I glared at his back. If just two of the Ulstat guardsmen had wandered off, we might have been able to overpower the rest. But they’d been annoyingly steadfast in their duty.


  Following the direction of the man’s finger, I spotted a longboat entering the bay. Six men pulled the oars. The boat sliced through wavelets lit orange by the rising sun.


  A guard unlocked us from the tree and dragged the chain across the beach, forcing us to stumble toward the waterline. I grimaced when dried blood peeled away from the cut on my ankle.


  As the boat drew nearer, an oarsman called out, “Rough seas, sir. Will be a difficult trip back.”


  “I hired you for your strong back, not your opinion,” Trader Ulstat said.


  The man’s lips clamped shut over his next words. As the longboat scraped the sand in the shallows, the guard yanked again on the chains. “Hurry up.”


  Surveying his oarsmen, Trader Ulstat’s brows drew together—the men looked absolutely exhausted. I squinted and peered toward the strait. From here, the large, rolling waves looked innocent enough. But a glance at the point where they slammed against the shore cured that impression. The frothy spray fountained higher than a ship’s mast. I shuddered.


  “I really don’t want to drown,” I said. “Your men are exhausted.”


  Trader Ulstat rolled his eyes. “Oh, all right.” He nodded at the guard with the keys. “The father will help row. Unfasten his wrists.” He paused. “And Trader Ovintak’s.”


  Raav’s eyes met mine, questioning. Was I trying to get us ready to escape? I shook my head, a subtle motion. Not now. Too dangerous.


  After the guard had unfastened his cuffs, Da rubbed his chafed wrists, squinting into the morning glare. I could see his thoughts working. After a moment, he glanced at the terrain behind us and gave a slight shake of his head. He’d reached the same conclusion I had. Better to wait before we tried anything. Da might be a gutterborn egg-seller, but he was smart.


  “All right, everyone into the boat,” said the trader.


  As if just noticing the cuff on my ankle, I raised my leg and inspected it, then reached down and lifted the chain. “I'm not sure how you expect us to get in there all tangled up.”


  “Guess she’s as stupid as she looks,” a guard said, jabbing me in the back with his elbow. I stumbled and fell to my knees in ankle-deep water. Raav leaped to my side and helped me up. I glared at the guard.


  “Like you said, hold on to that emotion. We’ll need it later,” Raav whispered as he stepped away and shuffled toward the boat.


  We clambered gracelessly aboard, settling into the bottom of the hull. Trader Ulstat took a seat in the bow facing the sea. As we made space for the oarsmen, I glanced toward the trees. Another shadow moved through them. Having heard tales of the Ulstat obsession with trophy hunting, I hoped the pitiful creature would keep to the shadows.


  When the men had taken up the oars, Trader Ulstat nodded at the guards. One climbed into the boat and grabbed the tiller while the others sloshed back to shore.


  “See that you’re back to Ilaraok by sunset,” Trader Ulstat called. “I’ve recalled men from the strongholds. Until they arrive, I need all available fighters defending our grounds.”


  Raav was nestled behind me, and his legs provided a backrest. I turned my head and laid my cheek against his knee. He released an oar and ran his palm over my hair. I smiled, if a bit sadly. I knew Raav cared about me, but my chest panged every time I remembered how cold he’d been toward me in Trader Council Hall after I’d had him freed from the gallows. My eyes strayed to Tyrak, shoved into the sheath on Trader Ulstat’s belt. I missed him so much.


  As the oarsman tugged at their paddles, pulling us toward the mouth of the bay, I tried to prepare myself for the sight of the shipwreck. What would we see? The sunken husks? Burned flotsam? Or maybe there’d be nothing to mark the site of my friends’ deaths.


  As we crossed out of the bay, the first wave grabbed the boat and threw us skyward. My hands shot to the gunwales as we plummeted back down. The waves were two or three times as tall as our low vessel; in this swell, I wouldn’t be able to see past the next wave crest, much less look for wreckage. The men dug at their oars. As we rounded the point, the crash of the waves drowned their shouts.


  Eyes wide, Da and Raav pulled hard. Trader Ulstat yelled and gestured to his men, directing them into deeper water where the waves wouldn’t break over the top of us. Still, the vessel pitched steeply over each wave crest, threatening to toss us from the boat. With the heavy chain binding us together, we’d never survive being thrown overboard.


  “Unfasten us,” I yelled. “We’re no good to you drowned.”


  Teeth gritted, Trader Ulstat fixed me with his stare. After a moment, he reached into his pocket and pulled out the key. Nyralit sat nearest him. Without speaking, he handed her the key. Despite the violent pitching of the boat, within minutes we were free.


  Raav’s knuckles were white around the oars, and behind him, my father bared his teeth in a snarl of concentration. As the bottom of the boat filled with water, I grabbed pails from beneath the benches, passed one each to Nyralit and Jaret. We bailed as fast as we could, barely keeping ahead of the water that poured over the rails. Even the hardened sailors pulling the oars looked terrified. But we had to keep working.


  For what felt like hours, we struggled against the waves, ducking into the shelter of the island where possible. Finally, long past midday, we reached Ilaraok. Once inside the shelter of the harbor, we slumped against the rails, exhausted. Only Da had the strength to keep rowing for the wharf.


  As we neared shore, I raised my head from Raav’s knee and looked past Trader Ulstat’s shoulder at the approaching city. I’d spent my childhood dreaming of adventures in foreign places. Seeing Ilaraok squatting over the water, filthy and square-cut, that dream withered.


  I ran my eyes over Trader Ulstat, wondering whether he was too tired to be vigilant. Ugly and dirty it might be, but Ilaraok was still a major port. If we could escape here, we had a good chance of securing passage back to Istanik. Or maybe even supplying an expedition to Ioene. In his exhaustion, Trader Ulstat hadn’t yet bothered to have our chains re-fastened. We wouldn’t get far if we tried to swim now, but if I could catch him unawares, spring forward and pull Tyrak free . . .


  I glanced at the sheath buckled to the trader’s belt.


  My heart stuttered.


  Tyrak was gone.


  I couldn’t help it—I cried out. The seas had been so rough, but I hadn’t even considered what we might have lost overboard. Plenty of things, no doubt.


  But for me, only the dagger mattered.


  I sat stunned. Despondent. As we approached the wharf, I didn’t even bother to look up.


  


  Chapter Three


   


   


  THE BRIGHT, ARAOKAN sun pressed down on the island like an iron, casting stark shadows on the harsh, soot-stained architecture. When our boat was around a hundred paces from the dock, Trader Ulstat ordered the guards to fasten our chains. Once Da’s hands were cuffed, the oarsmen groaned, reluctantly took up their paddles and rowed the final distance.


  A pair of dock workers extended a rickety gangway to join our small vessel to the sun-bleached dock. Once the lines had been secured, our captors shoved us up the tilting plank and onto Ilaraok’s shore. Unlike the waterfront at Istanik, with its precise stonework—before the Ulstats had shown up anyway—the wharf edging Ilaraok’s harbor was constructed of old, warped planks. Gaps on the boardwalk showed the black waters beneath. Beyond the narrow boardwalk, earthen streets led off toward the mines and the city center. Ilaraok was indeed an ugly place, the buildings blocky with small windows, the streets rutted. As if cowering beneath the craggy hills on either side, the city wedged into a flat-bottomed valley, at the head of which sprawled House Ulstat’s compound.


  As I looked up the potholed street toward House Ulstat, the ache in my ankle worsened. I clenched my jaw as Trader Ulstat strode up.


  “Tired?” he asked, smirking.


  When I rolled my eyes, he took my chain himself, yanking hard to set me in motion. A fresh spurt of blood gushed from beneath the shackle, soaking my foot. I balled my fists, fighting tears as the pain joined my grief for Tyrak’s loss.


  “Lilik,” Da said. “Your foot . . .”


  I shook my head, but it was too late. Trader Ulstat spun and, after glancing down at my foot, cast me a smile laden with false sympathy.


  “My apologies, Councilor Boket. I’ll see to it the healer visits you. Now move,” he growled as he jerked my chain.


  As we marched through the streets of Ilaraok, commoners peered from alleys and darkened windows. At home, gutterborn had always moved freely through the city, but here guards patrolled the streets, shoving back onlookers. More than one cudgel landed hard on someone’s spine. With every blow that fell, I cringed, reaching for the dagger that would never again ride at my hip.


  Near the harbor, light sea breezes had dispersed the dust and smoke. As we marched deeper into the city, the still air was stifling. Coughing at the reek of burning coal, the hot-metal smell of the smithies, and the airborne haze of pummeled stone, I understood why the buildings were so stained. Every niche and crack was black with coal dust and soot, and where weeds had managed to sprout on the earthen street, the leaves were limp and coated with dirt.


  Movement in an alley caught my eye, and I halted, peering. The way the shadow darted, almost furtive, reminded me of the figure I saw in the trees back at the beach. Before I could catch another glimpse, Trader Ulstat yanked my chain again, sending me stumbling. My toe caught in a rut, and I hit the ground, dust puffing into my eyes and filling my mouth.


  Behind, the guard carrying the chain binding my family laughed.


  “Oh, I’m sorry,” Trader Ulstat said. He extended a hand to help me up. I glared as I stood without help and started marching forward again.


  After maybe half an hour of the agonizing procession, we reached the gates to House Ulstat’s grounds. A stone fence topped with iron spikes surrounded the compound, and a heavy slab of metal that ran in a wheeled track had been pulled across the opening. Upon reaching this gate, Trader Ulstat pounded on the metal.


  A boy of about thirteen peered over the fence. “Yes?” he asked before immediately blushing and disappearing. Moments later, he called through the gate.


  “A minute, Trader. I’ll fetch someone.”


  I caught Raav’s eye. Had Trader Ulstat sent so many guardsmen to attack Istanik that he couldn’t post an adult sentry at his own home? If a force from Istanik sailed here now and attacked, they’d have little trouble wresting Ilaraok from Ulstat control. Judging by the interested expression on his face, Raav was thinking similar thoughts. If we could just get a message back . . .


  Trader Ulstat looked at me with narrowed eyes, probably guessing the gist of my thoughts. As if to remind me who was the prisoner here, he lifted my chain and raised his eyebrows.


  After a moment, the gate rolled open with a shriek. Beyond spread the desolate grounds of House Ulstat, a sullen place of unadorned buildings and gardens that might once have held blooming trees but now boasted bare-limbed brush and jagged stones.


  “Welcome to House Ulstat,” the prime trader said with only a hint of irony.


  Dragging us forward, the guards remained stony faced. As I entered the compound, I glanced over my shoulder, hoping for a last glimpse of the harbor and the waves that had taken Tyrak. No luck—between the big, ugly buildings and the smog, I saw no water. But as the gate rolled shut, I caught another flicker of motion. I peered, getting up on tiptoes for a better look.


  My breath stopped and my eyes widened when I finally recognized the small figure who’d been shadowing us through the streets.


  Geren, otherwise known as Skink, was a little rat who’d stowed away on the Nocturnai. He’d nearly been killed for it, but that hadn’t dampened his enthusiasm for the resistance on Istanik. Following our capture, he must have hidden aboard the schooner, somehow managed to swim ashore in the night, and followed the guards back to the city. And now, he probably had plans to sneak into the compound and rescue us. If the Ulstats caught him here, he’d never see Istanik again.


  I gritted my teeth so hard I felt the pressure in my eye sockets.
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  A dour mood hung inside the Ulstat manor. Trader Ulstat stalked into the entry foyer, a wide, low-ceilinged area floored with black and gray slate, and threw aside my chain. It clanged against the floor while blood from my ankle oozed into my leather shoe. When the front door shut with a thud, plunging the room into near-darkness, the guards dropped the other chains. I squinted through the dimness, trying to get an idea of how secure the door was and whether it had a sturdy lock. A pinch-faced butler stood beside the entrance, eyes fixed on Trader Ulstat. If his loyalty to the House wavered, he wasn’t showing it now.


  Metal chain dragged across stone as Raav shuffled up beside me. I hadn’t changed clothing since the night of the battle for Istanik. After the fighting, the slums hadn’t been safe due to smoldering fires. I hadn't been sure where to wash or even whether my home had escaped the blaze. I probably smelled awful, but I’d long since lost the ability to tell. After a moment, I felt Raav’s arm against my shoulder. His scent, warm like the inside of a cedar chest, filled my nose.


  Unlike me, Raav had returned to his house and bathed between the defeat of the Waikert and Frask’s capture. Still, I had no idea how he’d managed to spend two days locked in a dank ship’s cabin and come out of it smelling so nice. I fought the urge to step away before he caught a whiff of the stench rising off me.


  “Ashhi!” Trader Ulstat yelled, an edge in his voice.


  “His other daughter,” Raav whispered before staggering forward, shoved by a guard’s elbow jammed into his back.


  Moments later, a massive candelabra appeared at the far end of the hallway. Squinting into the light, I picked out two shadows. In front, a wide-shouldered figure in Ulstat livery raised the iron branch of candles high as he entered the foyer, the points of flame casting thousands of shadows.


  Following, a girl of about fifteen tiptoed into the room. Though Ashhi shared her sister’s gaunt frame, the resemblance stopped there. Where Mieshk’s cheekbones were high slashes, a membrane of skin stretched tight over her skull, Ashhi’s face reminded me of the moon, pale and round except for the wide hollows of her eyes. Dark, Kiriilti hair framed her face—I’d never met someone with skin so fair—while her collarbones stood from shoulders as narrow as a birch tree.


  When she spoke, the sound was as weak as a kitten’s mewling. “Father.” Her gaze took the rest of us in. “Who are these people?”


  “Prisoners,” he said simply.


  Ashhi’s eyes fell on my ankle. “She’s bleeding,” she said, before scurrying forward and dropping to the floor in front of me. As if she could pull my leg-iron off with her bare hands, she tugged at the shackle.


  At a growl from Trader Ulstat, his guards sprang on the girl, yanking her away.


  I glanced at Raav, bewildered. Could this really be Mieshk’s sister?


  “We’re leaving within the ten-day,” Trader Ulstat said, locking his daughter in a stare. “To Ioene. You may start packing.”


  Ashhi wriggled free from the guards. “Where’s Lakdiken?” she asked.


  “Our soldiers are working on getting him back,” her father said.


  “You left my brother in Council hands?”


  “There are things far more important than a single child. You should know that by now.”


  Ashhi opened her mouth as if to speak but seemed to change her mind. Probably a good idea. Allowing the silence to linger, Trader Ulstat nodded at the guards. The men stooped to grab our chains.


  “Now wait,” said Trader Ulstat. “Some of them are our guests. Unlock the women and Trader Ovintak.”


  “What about the other two?” Ashhi asked.


  Trader Ulstat rounded on his daughter, snarling. “I’m done with this interrogation. If you have any more questions, we’ll discuss them later. In private.”


  A guard grunted as he bent over and stuck a key into my shackle. When the cuff fell away from my leg, fresh pain radiated from my ankle. I staggered and clenched my fists to keep my balance. Raav swooped in to prop me up. After a moment, he crouched and rolled up my pant leg. Eyes furious, he showed his teeth at Trader Ulstat.


  “All right, where do you want these other two?” a guard asked as he tugged on my family’s chain. Jaret staggered, his eyes wide with fear.


  Trader Ulstat’s mouth drew up in the corner as he turned his gaze on me. “You’ll want them close, won’t you? You’ll want to know they’re nearby, chained to a wall, while you move freely around my home. You’re a Councilor now. It would be a tremendous breach of etiquette for me to leave you in chains. But I can’t have gutter filth sullying my halls.”


  Even my eyeballs felt hot as rage flooded me.


  Turning to his guards, he said, “The rear cellar should do. Make sure the door is barred and let the cook know they’ll need water. And Ashhi, see the others to the guest wing.”


  Trader Ulstat watched while the guards dragged my father and brother deeper into the house. Once they passed from earshot, he yawned. “Ashhi will escort you to suitable bedrooms. You have free movement within my house and grounds. But if you so much as consider an escape—any of you—understand what will happen to Lilik’s family. Within the first hour you’re found missing, the father will die. Within the next, we’ll start hurting her brother. Whether he lives will depend on whether you return before he loses too much blood.”


  With that, he left us alone.
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  Throughout House Ulstat, low ceilings pressed down upon wide corridors with bare stone floors. No one spoke as we followed Ashhi Ulstat through her home. When we reached the guest bedrooms, Ashhi nudged open the first door on the right.


  “Yours,” she said to me. “I’ll be back with a healer and clothing.”


  Her gaze fell away as I crossed into the room. As soon as the door clicked shut behind me, I spun and darted back to the entrance, pressing my ear against the oiled wood. But the door was too thick; I could hear nothing from the hallway beyond. I waited for a few breaths then tried the latch. Unlocked. Interesting.


  Around the room, lanterns burned dirty oil in dark-iron holders, their glow unable to chase the shadows from the corners. On one wall, two small windows looked out over Ilaraok. I peered at the smoke-filled streets below. I hoped I’d been mistaken when I thought I saw Geren. A rescue would be nice, but not with Skink leading it. I wanted him safe at home with his family.


  I felt around the edges of the window pane, thick glass wavy with age. If I could get outside without breaking the glass, I could recruit help while the Ulstats slept tonight. Unfortunately, stiff mortar held the pane in place. I pushed my face close to the glass to examine the grounds and defenses. Guard towers stood at the corners of the wall, with two more bracketing the gate. When we’d arrived, a young boy had been watching the entrance, but I spotted adult figures in each of the posts now. More guards patrolled the perimeter. While I watched, another group of ten or fifteen fighters arrived at the gate. These weren’t just the men who’d gone overland to Ilaraok. Trader Ulstat had said he was gathering support from his strongholds. Every added guard would make escape more difficult—unless I managed to turn them against their House.


  I rubbed my raw ankle. The gash still seeped, dampening the salt-crusted cuff of my pants. Scabs caught on the fabric, and I winced. Best to leave it alone until the healer cleaned the wound.


  Shuffling, I crossed the room to the simple bed. The mattress was hard and the pillow unforgiving, but a peek under the covers showed clean sheets.


  At once, the day's events hit me. I slammed a fist into the pillow. Tyrak was gone, lying somewhere on the seafloor off the coast of Araok Island. My family was imprisoned. Zyri’s Promise had been destroyed in a column of fire that had touched the sky. Who had been aboard when it happened? Tkira? Gaff? Captain Altak for sure. I hoped the end had been quick..


  I wanted to throw myself wide to the aether to draw power like I had on Istanik. With the anger raging through me, I felt like I could demolish walls, crush Trader Ulstat in my bare, spirit-strengthened hands. But I was beyond exhausted. Right now, I could scarcely keep my mental walls solid. My spirit would be shredded if I tried to expand past my body.


  When the door swung open, I turned my glare on Ashhi. The sinking of Zyri’s Promise might not be her fault, but she was still guilty of being an Ulstat. Shoulders hunched over her narrow chest, the girl swallowed as she stepped into the room. She laid a stack of folded clothing against the wall. A commoner shadowed her. Hair braided back from a careworn face, the woman carried a canvas bag in one hand.


  “She’ll see to your ankle. Someone will bring food before nightfall,” Ashhi said before slipping out the door.


  Lips pursed, the healer crossed the room. She motioned for me to sit and knelt before me. With gentle fingers, she rolled up the cuff of my pants and grimaced at the sight of my ankle. She rummaged through her bag and pulled out a flask of liquid. Alcohol, I assumed. Wetting a rag, she began to dab at the wound.


  It burned like a hot iron. I jerked away.


  With a clicking sound from her throat, the woman grabbed my calf and held my leg still while she began working at the wound with more force.


  “Trader Ulstat did this, you know that right?” I asked. I needed allies in the house. If I were to guess, a woman who had chosen healing as her profession would have no love for the Ulstats.


  But the healer didn’t answer. With a faint shake of her head, she continued cleaning my wound.


  “My family is being held. Imprisoned. They’re shackled like I was. Probably hurting like I am. Can you help me get word outside the gates?” It was a risk, asking so openly for help. But I didn’t know when I’d get another chance to be alone with someone, away from the watching eyes of the Ulstats.


  In response to my words, the woman dug ragged fingernails into my skin. She looked up at me, a warning in her eyes.


  I pressed my lips together. I couldn’t blame the woman for being afraid to help me, but I wasn’t asking for much. It couldn’t be that hard to send a message to Istanik without the Ulstats knowing.


  “Please. Trader Ulstat will kill my father and brother,” I whispered.


  I jerked when the woman stood and raised her hand as if to slap me. Wide-eyed, she lowered her hand then leaned her face just a hand’s width from mine. When she opened her mouth, I drew back in shock. The healer’s tongue had been cut out, leaving a ragged lump at the back of her throat.


  “Tides . . . I didn’t know.”


  The woman shrugged and went back to her ministrations. Having removed the salt and flecks of rust from the gash, she pulled a pot of salve from her bag and began smearing it over the raw flesh. Next, she wound a strip of clean linen around my lower leg.


  “Did the Ulstats do that to you?”


  She didn’t answer, not even a nod of her head. But she patted my shin as if to confirm what I’d suspected. No wonder she was terrified by my request.


  When the healer stood and met my eyes, I saw pity on her face.


  I probed the bandaged area with the tips of my fingers. “It feels better already. Thank you.”


  She nodded, hefting her bag and turning for the door. At the last moment, she glanced at me as if wishing to say something. But with a slight shake of her head, she slipped into the hall.


  


  Chapter Four


   


   


  ON A SMALL table, a pitcher of lukewarm water stood beside a chipped, earthenware basin. I splashed my face then removed my salt-stiffened clothing and dragged on a tunic and trousers from the pile Ashhi had left. They’d clearly been made for an Ulstat’s gaunt build, but at least the tunic covered my stomach. And I didn’t think the pants would split when I sat.


  I ran my hands through my hair. Now what? And what was Trader Ulstat’s motivation for pretending we were guests? Did he think this ridiculous charade would convince us to ally with him? The Ulstats were known for madness . . .


  My head spun with fatigue, but I did my best to ignore it. As desperately as I wanted to lie down and sleep, I couldn’t waste time. Seawater and blood still soaked my leather shoes, so I went barefoot as I slipped into the hall. The corridor was empty. Hushed, echoing with the sound of my breath. At one end, the hall intersected the building’s main corridor, while the other dead-ended at a blank stone wall. A niche in the blocks seemed intended to hold a small statue or vase, but there was nothing inside. The hall had just four doors, all closed. I glanced at the ceiling, looking for some way to climb up and out—an attic?—but the smooth stone slabs were unbroken. Shrugging, I hurried across the hallway and tapped on the closest door.


  When the door swung open, revealing Raav, I unclenched my tight-balled fists. Good fortune, for once. Seeing me, Raav’s expression changed from guarded to relieved. He grabbed my shoulders and pulled me to his chest. Under my cheek, his heartbeat thudded. I sagged against him.


  “Don’t say anything yet,” he whispered into my ear. Pulling me into the circle of one arm, he nudged the door shut with his other. In the silence that followed, I wanted to cry. But I wouldn’t; we’d been through worse with the Ulstats.


  Just a single window looked over the rear grounds of the House, a tangle of dead foliage and scattered outbuildings. In the center of the room, a bear hide made a grotesque rug. Red-painted stones had been shoved into the eye sockets.


  Raav entwined his fingers with mine. “Want some water? It’s about all I can offer.”


  “I was hoping they’d left a couple short swords in your room. We may have to fight our way out of here.”


  He smiled crookedly. “Not even a butter knife. I suppose we’ll have to make do with your wits.”


  All of a sudden, my knees buckled. “I can’t believe they’re gone, Raav. After everything we survived on Ioene. After everything the Vanished sacrificed to give Zyri’s Promise a sail.”


  Raav held me close, stroking my hair. He didn’t respond; he didn’t need to.


  “And I’m so sorry about your family, too,” I said.


  His face hardened. “I just wish I could’ve done more for my mother. After my father died, I should never have let Frask hurt her.”


  “But you were so young.”


  He shook his head. “There’s no excuse. I’ll never forget that I failed her. How else can I know I’m strong enough to protect you?”


  “It’s not the same, and you are strong enough. Besides, I’ve learned to fight. I don’t need you for protection.”


  He looked aside. “I know you don’t need anyone, Lilik. But I still have to feel like I’m capable.”


  Tyrak had always considered my safety his responsibility, too. My father had been the same when I was young. Would the men in my life ever give up this need to protect me?


  Raav traced the line of my jaw with the back of his finger. “I know what you’re thinking. And yes, people who care for you will always want to keep you safe.”


  I rolled my eyes and walked over to sit on the edge of his bed. About ten paces from me, Raav stood with thumbs looped through the waist of his trousers. A sliver of exposed flesh showed the lines of muscle on his abdomen. I blushed and looked away. So handsome. Yet once again, my mind circled back to the coldness he’d showed me in front of the Trader Council. I needed to get past it.


  “Hey, Raav? You aren’t going to leave me just because you’re heir to your House are you?”


  Raav rushed over. A low hum exited his throat as he pulled me into his arms. My nose filled with his scent as he whispered, “I would never abandon you.”


  I couldn’t speak and only nodded while he pressed his chin to the top of my head. Raav laid a kiss into my hair. For the first time since being chained in the schooner’s hold, I felt warm. Raav cupped my cheek in his hand. I turned my face up toward his and his lips fell on mine, warm and soft, while his breath tickled my cheek. My heart sped.


  He pulled away.


  “I’m sorry, Lilik. We can’t,” he whispered. “Not here.”


  Suddenly cold, I pressed deeper into the shelter of his arms. “Why?”


  He brushed a thumb along my cheekbone and leaned his mouth so close to my ear that his breath tickled. “Before my father died, he spoke to Frask and me about trader business. He was extremely firm when it came to discussions of the Ulstats. If we were ever to negotiate with their House, we must know that nowhere within their home could we speak openly. We could never be sure of privacy.”


  I looked at him in shock and put my mouth to his ear. “You mean they’re spying on us?”


  “Honestly, I don’t know. But I won’t give any Ulstat the power of seeing me vulnerable. And neither should you,” he whispered. Pulling away, he traced his finger from my forehead to the tip of my nose.


  I swallowed as a chill raised goosebumps on my arms. Where before the walls had been stark and unwelcoming, now gaps between the stones seemed threatening. Were Ulstat eyes watching us from peepholes or listening at hidden doors?


  “Do you think that’s why he didn’t lock us up? He’s hoping we’ll give something away?”


  Raav shrugged. “It’s impossible to know with an Ulstat.”


  At the slap of feet in the hallway outside, he stiffened. A sharp rap came at the door, and it opened before Raav could respond. A servant in Ulstat livery strode into the room bearing a tray laden with food. At the sight of Raav and me together, he curled his lip in disgust.


  “Your tray is in your chamber,” the man said to me. “I suggest you take your meal now. Alone. Trader Ovintak should not dirty himself by associating with a commoner.”


  Raav’s fists clenched and his brows lowered. He sprang to his feet and took a step toward the servant before I hurried forward, cutting him off. The man laid Raav’s tray on the table, ignoring us. My blood hot with anger, I stalked up until we were nose to nose. I stared at the man until his gaze fell away, then stomped out the door. Behind me, I heard Raav chuckle.


  “You really shouldn’t make her mad,” he said.


  


  Chapter Five


   


   


  DAWN CAME OVER Araok Island like red fire spilling across the smoke-stained landscape. I watched the sunrise from the window of my room; I’d managed a couple hours of sleep, but even those were fitful. Shortly after the sun cleared the horizon, the door swung open—the servant didn’t bother to knock—and I heard the clack of a tray being set on the floor beside my bed. I waited until the door shut before turning to look.


  A note lay on the tray beside my meager meal of hard bread and some sort of onion jam.


  Your presence is requested in the study as soon as your meal is finished.


  Both as a gesture of defiance and because I was trying to understand the movements of the guards outside, I ate as slowly as I could manage. By my guess, an hour passed before I’d swallowed all the bread and the awful jam. In that time, another two groups of about a dozen fighters each had arrived. When my plate was empty, I left it beneath the window and shoved my feet into a pair of loaned shoes from the clothing pile—mine were far too disgusting now. I limped to the door, accentuating my injury for anyone who might be watching through a gap in the wall.


  At the intersection of the hallway outside my bedroom with the main corridor leading through House Ulstat, I paused. Above me, a hanging chandelier burned the same dirty oil as the lanterns in my room. The ceiling above the fixture was black with soot. I stared with lip curled until the butler finally noticed me.


  “Trader Ulstat is expecting you in his study,” the man said as he trotted over from the entryway. Behind him, I noticed three guards keeping watch over the front door. The men glared at me, hands on their weapons.


  “Too bad he didn’t bother to give me directions.”


  The man’s cheek twitched. Distaste for the Ulstats? Or was he offended at my tone?


  “So, what awful circumstance made you choose to work for House Ulstat?” I asked as he led me deeper into the house.


  I hadn’t really expected an answer; the butler’s silence didn’t surprise me. He stopped outside a stone archway and nodded toward the opening. I searched his eyes for clues to his loyalty; once I gained my first ally, they’d likely help me find more. But he just stared impassively at the opposite side of the corridor.


  Shrugging, I strode past him into the study.


  Trader Ulstat sat behind a massive desk carved of black wood. Along the walls, shelves held scrolls and ledgers. A polished sphere of green stone veined with gold rested on a cushion of leather on the corner of the desk. Otherwise, the room was devoid of decoration.


  The Ulstat prime sneered at me, setting down his quill. It looked like he’d been sketching a map. I cocked my head. If I wasn’t mistaken, he was working on understanding Ioene’s terrain.


  I crossed my arms over my chest. “I hope I haven’t kept you waiting.”


  He showed his teeth. “I’ve been informed you like to savor your food. But no matter, I simply took the opportunity to speak to your companions first.”


  Something in his tone made me wary. “What do you want?”


  Trader Ulstat shuffled the papers in front of him. Most were filled with a messy scrawl—letters and instructions—but one I recognized as a tally of ships and rations. He’d already declared his intent to sail for Ioene, but the numbers made my fingertips tingle in uncomfortable surprise. I’d assumed he’d lost most of his fleet in the battle for Istanik. And with the number of guardsmen arriving at the gate, he had plenty of fighters with which to fill those ships. I curled my toes inside my shoes.


  “It’s fairly simple,” he said. “I need information on Ioene. You and your friends have that. You’ll give it to me.”


  I laughed. “You still think you can convince us to help you? After everything you’ve done? You do realize what will happen if Mieshk isn’t stopped—”


  He cut me off with a sharp slash of his quill through the air. “Don’t you ever forget who holds the authority in this house. I’ve been a gracious host, and I don’t care to be condescended to. I told you what I need. You’ll supply it. It’s that simple.”


  I looked away, gritting my teeth. I had to remember he held my father and brother hostage.


  “Now, my first question regards the followers remaining with my daughter. How many would you estimate are capable of fighting with any level of competence?” He dipped his quill into the inkpot and held it poised over a clean sheet of paper.


  I shook my head in disbelief. Did he really think I'd give him anything of use?


  A smile twisted the corner of his mouth. “Oh, and don’t think I’m so stupid as to trust you outright. I asked your companions the same question. If the answers differ, I’ll know one of you is lying. Tell the truth, I’ll keep you alive. Otherwise . . .” He twirled his letter opener upon the tabletop then picked it up and stabbed the air. “If you volunteer more specifics than I’m asking for, I’ll even consider having food and drink delivered to your family. They are getting rather weak.”


  Rot. No doubt he’d made the same threat to Raav and Nyralit. What had they decided to do? They’d told the truth, most likely. Better to give up information and stay alive to stop Trader Ulstat from using it.


  “Now,” he said, narrowing his eyes, “how many fighters does Mieshk have?”


  He could probably figure out the answer anyway. I glared at him while I estimated.


  “Probably fifty. Not many have actual training in combat.” I spat the words.


  His smile was insincere as he jotted the number on the paper. “Good. You are easier to manipulate than I thought.”


  Stomping forward, I slapped my palms on the polished wood of his desk and leaned forward. “I will stop Mieshk from unleashing a cataclysm.”


  Only the slight tic in one of his lower eyelids betrayed his emotion at having me yelling in his face. Leaning back, he rested his hands on the arms of his chair. “I’d admire your confidence if it came with the ability to control your tongue. As it is, I hope you’ll spend the day considering who and what you’re willing to sacrifice for your pride.”


  “Pride has nothing to do with this. We’re all dead if your daughter remains in power.”


  The trader’s eyes narrowed. “And if I have to tell you again, you will regret speaking out of turn. Let me worry about my daughter.” He flapped the stack of papers, narrowly avoiding smacking me under the chin. “You and your companions will join me for the midday meal. Leave now.”


  My fingernails dragged across the wood of the desk as I withdrew. Standing tall, I turned for the door. When I stepped into the hall, motion from deeper in the house caught my eye. Ashhi was quick, but not quick enough. As she turned the corner, feet whispering against stone, I had no doubt she’d been listening in.
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  “Unfortunately,” Trader Ulstat said, “one of you lied.” He grabbed the leg of the roast piglet on the giant platter before him and yanked. With a pop, the shoulder joint gave way, and the flesh parted with a wet tearing.


  My heart stuttered. Had he called us here to make an example of one of us? Staring, I waited for him to continue, but the man said nothing.


  Unlike the rest of the house, the ceiling in the Ulstat dining hall soared high above us, shadowy even with the candelabras burning. Large enough to seat twelve, the table was set with silver dishes and crystal goblets. Our glasses held tepid water, and boiled potatoes were the only food on our plates. In defiance of my mind, my mouth watered at the sight of the meat in front of the trader.


  Raav plucked his fork and knife from the table and sliced into his potato as if it were the finest catch from the sea surrounding Istanik. He then laid his knife across the back of his plate, displaying his perfect trader manners.


  “Are you certain you remembered our answers correctly?” Raav asked. “The Ulstats aren’t known for their accounting.” Under the table, he pressed his knee against mine. The reassurance eased some of the knots from my shoulders. Given the clammy feeling in my palms, I was amazed at his calmness.


  “You are insolent. It’s not a trait valued in a prime trader.” Trader Ulstat tore a bite of meat from the leg, juices running down his chin. He chewed and swallowed before continuing. “In any case, I’ve decided to give you a chance to redeem yourselves with tomorrow’s questions. Perhaps you didn’t take my threat seriously. But I can’t let your lies go completely unpunished. Lilik’s family will probably survive without water until tomorrow, but if I’m mistaken, you’ll know where the fault lies.”


  Anger buzzed around our end of the table. We sat clustered together while Trader Ulstat presided from the other end. I glanced at the silver knife beside my plate, judging its edge and the distance between me and the man’s throat. As if noticing the direction of my gaze, Nyralit laid a hand on my forearm. I swallowed, eyes darting to the guards that stood just outside the door. More troops. Since my morning meeting with Trader Ulstat, I’d made a few circuits of the house’s hallways and windows, making a tally of Ulstat guardsmen and watching their movements. Many were freshly recruited—they grimaced and tugged at chafing armor and practiced drawing their swords. But considering that they had weapons and outnumbered us ten to one, their inexperience didn’t really matter.


  What I hadn’t yet discovered was the location of this rear cellar where Trader Ulstat had imprisoned my family. I needed to find it. Today.


  “Have you considered that we may have conflicting ideas on what makes a fighter?” Nyralit asked. “That alone could explain a difference in our answers.”


  Trader Ulstat flashed a smile that looked more like a snarl. “Then maybe you should spend time educating one another.” With a slurp, he sucked a patch of skin off his meat.


  Raav speared my potato and sliced off a portion. He nudged my chin up and slipped the bite into my mouth. “You need to eat,” he said. “No matter who served you.”


  “That’s sweet,” Trader Ulstat said. “Your mother would have been proud. Speaking of, I don’t believe I’ve extended my condolences yet. Truly sorry for your loss, Trader Ovintak.”


  My hands clawed my knees with the effort of keeping calm. Raav clasped my chin between his index finger and thumb, forcing me to keep my face turned towards his. I tried to swivel my head to retort, but his grip only grew firmer.


  “It’s what he wants,” Raav said. “Don’t give it to him.”


  Trader Ulstat’s goblet banged the table, hard enough I thought it would shatter. Raav had angered him. Good.


  Smiling sweetly at the trader, I picked up my knife and fork and cut the next bite for myself. Behind Trader Ulstat, a servant stood with her back against the wall, a hint of a smile touching her lips. I inhaled, recovering some of the determination I’d felt shortly after Trader Ulstat had captured us.


  I wouldn’t let him win.


  “I believe I’ve had enough,” Trader Ulstat said. “There’s much to do before we sail for Ioene.”


  “The rest of your meal, sir?” the servant asked as she approached the table.


  Trader Ulstat looked directly at me as he answered. “Feed it to the dogs.”


  


  Chapter Six


   


   


  AFTER WE’D FINISHED eating, Raav tapped his fork against his plate. “Trader Ulstat and I need to have a longer talk,” he said.


  His tone brought me up short. “About what?”


  “I’m prime trader for a major House,” he said, nostril flaring. “It’s time I use my leverage. I’ll meet him prime to prime. A gentlemanly discussion.”


  Raav’s eyes smoldered with anger as he stood. I knew better than to argue as he stalked from the room.


  Nyralit glanced at his retreating back. “Raav can handle himself,” she said quietly. “Let’s take a walk through the grounds.”


  I nodded. Open air would give us privacy and a chance to investigate escape routes before Trader Ulstat killed us for giving a wrong answer.


  On the way to the rear of the house, the main corridor passed the kitchens, full of the sound of pots banging and water running. I glanced inside, earning a glare from a busy cook. At the end of the hall, a wide archway opened into a great room. Scattered throughout the chamber were a few leather-covered couches with blankets of fur spread across their backs. The dead animals still had heads and feet attached. At one end of the room, a wide hearth stood before a fireplace big enough to stand inside. The coals were dead and hadn’t been shoveled. When Nyralit nudged open the rear door of the house, ash from the fireplace swirled in the draft.


  Outside, smoke-hazed sunlight fell on my face. Far across the desolate grounds, guards patrolled the inside of the boundary wall. Closer, thorn-tangled paths wove around scattered buildings and jagged boulders. Hidden among islands of dead foliage, I spotted storage sheds, a blacksmithing shop, and a well with no bucket on the winch. The storage sheds were the most likely spot to find this rear cellar, though I didn’t spot anyone standing guard near one.


  I gestured at a graveled path, raising my eyebrows in question.


  Nyralit shrugged. “Seems as good as any.”


  Despite her casual words, however, she set off quickly, bound for the closest storage building. I hurried, suddenly curious. Nyralit rarely rushed. She must have something important to say. As I followed her gliding footsteps, I felt a fresh wave of respect for her. A day ago, she’d watched her beloved sail to his doom. But she’d gathered her courage, armoring herself against the grief. I could learn from her.


  At the edge of the storage building, she ducked around the wall so that we were hidden from the house. Despite the lack of care, a rosebush had managed to survive and spread small, wrinkled leaves at the building’s corner, providing a screen from other paths. As I ducked in beside her, Nyralit traced a finger over her nightforged bracelet, an iridescent steel chain that writhed on her wrist. At least the Ulstats hadn’t taken that from her.


  Up close, Nyralit smelled of cinnamon and incense. The scent reminded me of nightcaller training aboard the Evaeni. Those sessions seemed so long ago . . .


  “How did Trader Ulstat treat you? Were you hurt?” Just because she looked unharmed from the outside didn’t mean she hadn’t been mistreated during the days she’d been held captive before me.


  She inhaled. “I’m all right. Mostly.”


  “Nyralit . . . If anyone could escape that explosion, it’s the captain. You know that, right?” I clenched my fist, frustrated at myself. I’d been nurturing a tiny spark of hope. But it wasn’t fair to Nyralit to drag her into my fantasy.


  Nyralit’s smile was melancholy. “Vidyul is not an easy man to kill. But the whole reason he got so close to the schooner was he thought we were aboard.”


  “If he were alive, he’d think we were dead . . .”


  “Most likely. In any case, we can’t expect rescue from Istanik.” She smiled at me, a watery expression. “But I have something for you. I’ve been waiting—Raav said we can’t say anything private within the walls.”


  My brows drew together. “What?”


  Pressing back into the building’s dark stone blocks, she reached into a fold of her silken garments. “It’s been tremendously difficult for me to wait, knowing how you must have missed it.”


  I gasped as she pulled her hand from her hidden pocket. Wrapped in Nyralit’s elegant fingers, Tyrak’s ornate hilt drew me like metal to a lodestone. My knee banged the stone wall as I lunged forward. “Thank you,” I whispered.


  She shrugged. “Thank yourself for convincing Trader Ulstat to unchain us in the longboat. I slipped it from his sheath when he wasn’t paying attention,” she said. “He probably thinks he lost it on the rough seas.”


  “I noticed his sheath was empty,” I said, eyes welling. “I was sure the dagger had gone overboard.”


  When she held the weapon out, I accepted it with shaking hands. Tyrak’s spirit exploded into my mind, his joy warming me from the inside out. My jaw trembled as I looked at Nyralit. “I can’t believe you took it without him knowing.”


  “I’m a woman of many skills,” she said with a wry smile, inclining her head as if the theft had been no more difficult than teaching a group of young nightcallers the Chant of the Five.


  Out of habit, I started to slip Tyrak into the empty sheath still belted at my waist. Nyralit’s lips parted to unleash an admonishment, but I corrected myself before she had the chance. I couldn’t just walk around with a dagger stuck through my belt. I’d have to search the loaned Ulstat garments for a jacket with a suitable pocket or hidden fold. For now, I pinned the hilt between my waistband and hipbone, the blade lying along the bare flesh of my thigh. I rested my hand on the outside of my trousers, feeling Tyrak beneath.


  I thought you were lost, I said.


  I know. I could sense your emotions, but I couldn’t break through.


  My walls . . . I closed the door I leave for you because it took less effort to keep a solid barrier. And I was so tired.


  No need for apologies.


  I pressed my hand harder against him, grateful.


  “Just don’t go charging into the house ready to take down the elite guardsmen,” Nyralit said, smirking.


  “Okay. I’ll wait until half of them leave for supper,” I said.


  Lilik . . .


  I’m joking!


  Well, it wouldn’t surprise me if you weren’t.


  “In all seriousness, we have little time,” she said. As if to emphasize her point, a door swung open on a building about a hundred paces distant. Judging by the nearby archery target, an overstuffed canvas bolster with a stick figure painted on it, the empty liquor bottles tossed against the front wall, and the untidy scattering of weapons and armor, I guessed the building to be the guards’ barracks. A group of four soldiers filed out, laughing, hands on their weapons. One noticed us standing and pointed.


  In the lead, a man with gray at his temples snarled, baring more gaps than teeth. “I hear the boss is a fan of hunting. He won’t mind much if we have a little sport with his guests, right?”


  Another pulled a crossbow bolt from a small quiver at his hip. Nocking it on a hand-held bow, he squinted as if judging the distance. “My brother was aboard the siege ships. Took half my inheritance for my parents to outfit him as a guardsman, and now I had to spend the other half joining up.”


  I took a step back, plucking at Nyralit’s silks to urge her to follow.


  “’Course, the prime might be upset if we acted without permission. Well’s been dry for years, though. No reason to search for bodies there.”


  The far corner of the building was about twenty paces behind us. If we ran, we’d lose the screen of the rosebush—not that it was offering much cover anyway. The bigger problem was turning our backs.


  I thinned my walls, reaching for help from the aether.


  Wait, Tyrak said. I don’t think Trader Ulstat knows about your ability. Don’t squander the advantage.


  Before I could respond, Nyralit drew herself up, donning the full authority of a strandmistress of the Nocturnai. The lead man flinched.


  “Just walk,” she said under her breath. “Men like this rarely act without being commanded. Their bluster is just to make up for their innate sense of inadequacy.”


  My eyes flicked from her to the guardsmen. Nyralit hadn’t weathered years aboard the Evaeni and countless days on Ioene without learning much about human behavior. I’d trusted her many times before and never had reason to regret it. Spine stiff, I turned and walked toward the edge of the building. I heard her slippers whispering over the ground behind me.


  “Now we should run,” she said as soon as we rounded the corner.


  Tyrak slipped from the bounds of the dagger, enveloping me and urging my muscles and senses to higher alertness. His nearness felt like a warm quilt, but it came with a pang of guilt. What would Raav think if he knew how empty I’d felt without Tyrak’s presence?


  We ran halfway across the grounds, turning along paths at random. After ducking under yet another screen of dead branches, I slowed. Nyralit came up behind me, breathing hard.


  “Well done,” she said.


  “Thanks to you.”


  We continued at a slower pace, inspecting the terrain for possible routes out of the compound. Near one wall of the high stone fence that surrounded the grounds, the path turned and passed through a dark-iron archway. A hedge, dead now, formed a low fence around what appeared to be the Ulstat family graveyard. I stopped at the archway and suppressed a shiver at the thought of generations of Ulstats living and dying.


  “How many centuries have the Ulstats ruled on Araok?” I asked.


  Nyralit shrugged. “They’re one of the oldest families . . . unfortunately.”


  The headstones were set in precise rows, dark stone covered with lichen. Farther back into the cemetery, the stones’ lines grew softer, harsh edges muted by centuries of sun and rain and wind. If only time could gentle the living Ulstats.


  I nodded at the section of boundary wall behind the graveyard. “Looks climbable, don’t you think?”


  As I turned to go around the cemetery to get a closer look at the masonry, I spotted a patch of color in front of one of the headstones. Strange. I reversed course and stepped through the arch to get a better look.


  “Flowers?”


  Tyrak extended a tendril of emotion, expressing confusion.


  Sidestepping around the closer grave markers, I skirted the hedge to reach the grave. In front of the headstone lay a trio of pink roses, their stems tied with a white ribbon. The blooms were fresh, cut today. But the stone was ancient—time had nearly erased the inscription. I ran my fingers over the lichen-roughed lettering.


  “I think it says Leesa Ulstat,” I said.


  Nyralit’s indrawn breath brought me up straight. “The Silent Queen,” she whispered.


  “You know of her?” I said, glancing again at the headstone and curling my lip. “Who would bother to lay flowers on an Ulstat grave?”


  Though the mid-afternoon sun fell on the grounds, warming the paths enough to raise a heat shimmer from the dark stones, the graveyard still felt cold to me. I hugged my arms tight to my body.


  Nyralit’s face held a strange sort of excitement. “You’ve heard of the monster-heir, right? The depraved Ulstat prime who nearly destroyed Araok in his madness.”


  I grimaced. “Everybody’s heard the stories.”


  A shadow crossed her face. “People remember the bad far more readily than the good. Well, centuries before the monster-heir was birthed, another monstrous Ulstat ascended to prime. He was much the same, but fortunately died younger.”


  “That was Leesa?”


  “No. She was his wife.”


  “But you implied that she was good.”


  Nyralit nodded. “According to the stories, she married the mad prime as a sacrifice. Her lover had been imprisoned by the Ulstats. The Silent Queen knew the Ulstat prime was going mad. Eventually, he'd be confined to his chambers, leaving his wife to rule the House until his heirs reached an age of maturity. She attracted his attention, and eventually his offer of marriage. She waited many years for him to go completely insane then released hundreds of prisoners locked up for opposing Ulstat cruelty.”


  “Did she and her beloved wind up together?”


  Nyralit shrugged. “No one knows.”


  “So why was she called the Silent Queen?”


  “Leesa Ulstat was mute. According to the histories, the Ulstat prime thrived on other’s weaknesses. But what he perceived as her failing was actually her strength. By watching in silence, she gained great insight into the minds of others. Her compassion was legendary.”


  “At least not every Ulstat was cruel.” As I spoke, I thought of Ashhi. She didn’t seem so bad either.


  “But here’s the thing, Lilik,” Nyralit said, a smile teasing her lips.


  “Yeah?”


  “The Ulstats didn’t want anyone to know about the prison. They built it deep in an abandoned mine with an overgrown entrance. But they still needed guards and supplies down in the lower levels, so they dug another tunnel.” Nyralit shaded her eyes as she scanned the desolate gardens. “The tunnel entrance was within the Ulstat grounds—better to hide it from the commoners. As far as I know, it’s never been sealed.”


  If we could find it . . . Tyrak said.


  “We could sneak out during the night and return before dawn,” I said. “We could get help. Gather enough people to take down the Ulstat guards.”


  “We just have to find the entrance.”


  I stared at the headstone. “The flowers are fresh. I think someone was trying to leave a signal.”


  Nyralit nodded. “But who?”


  


  Chapter Seven


   


   


  I RETURNED TO the house as the sun sank toward the horizon. After hours of searching, I’d found no sign of the tunnel, this rear cellar, or the person who’d left the flowers. Tomorrow, Nyralit and I would take turns watching the graveyard and searching for the tunnel. But we needed more options.


  Back in my room, I dug through the pile of clothing and pulled out a padded jacket with a pocket on the inside. I’d need to practice pulling Tyrak out without cutting myself, but it was better than trying to sheath him inside my pants. After laying the jacket across the foot of the bed, I ran eyes over the walls, imagining hidden eyes watching me through cracks between the stones. Most of the gaps between stones were too narrow to do anything about, but I could at least try to plug the larger ones. Grabbing a handful of thin linen shifts, I stuffed the undergarments into the widest cracks. It might do no good, but it made me feel better.


  I didn’t need to pretend to be exhausted but yawned anyway as I slipped out of my shoes and crawled under the covers fully clothed. I left the lanterns burning; House Ulstat would feel dark no matter how much light entered, but the flickering orange glow softened the starkness of the room. I tugged the covers tight to my chin, the rough wool itching the sensitive skin of my neck. Next, I pulled Tyrak from the waist of my pants and tucked him beneath my pillow. At least the hard stuffing would keep the metal from jabbing the back of my skull.


  Teach me more about my magic, I said, fingers tracing the lines of the dagger’s hilt. I want to know what I’m doing when it’s time to use my advantages.


  I really just know the basics. When someone like you harnessed the energy of the nightstrands, we called it duskweaving. Or sometimes spiritbinding. My channeling talent isn’t nearly strong enough. I never experienced it—very few channelers could.


  Then tell me the basics. I didn’t have any control of the magic the other times. It just happened. If I’m going to use this . . . duskweaving, I need a better understanding of what I’m supposed to do. The term for my ability felt both strange and entirely natural as I rolled it around in my thoughts.


  You don’t control it. The spirits of the dead respond to your Need—that’s how it’s supposed to work.


  You mean I can’t decide what the effects are? I asked.


  Not precisely, no. Your Need decides.


  But how do the nightstrands know what I need?


  Tyrak let me feel his consternation, a knotted tangle of emotion. That’s where I get confused, too. The spirits don’t learn the details of your Need either, at least not until after the duskweaving is finished. The ability relates to the flow of aether and chance and how they interconnect—honestly, I was never really good at the theory stuff. Anyway, you weave their spirits with yours, and somehow they just know what to do.


  So anytime I try this, I won’t know what will happen?


  You can guess. You’ll probably be right most of the time. But sometimes what we actually Need differs from what we think we need.


  On the ceiling, the heavy timbers made strange shadows in the dancing light of the lanterns. I ran over Tyrak’s explanation in my head. It made sense . . . mostly. But I’d imagined I’d have more control.


  Well, right now, my Need is pretty clear. I need to get out of House Ulstat, ideally with a small army ready to sail for Ioene.


  Tyrak brushed me with a thread of amusement. Then maybe that’s what you’d get.


  Will you help me try a duskweaving? I asked.


  Do you feel strong enough? Earlier, you said it was a struggle just to keep your walls intact.


  I think I have to be. So many people are counting on me. Paono. My family. Raav.


  At the mention of Raav’s name, Tyrak fell silent. Lanterns flickered in the drafts swirling through the room. Even with the larger holes plugged by my spare underclothes, it felt like the walls breathed. Most of the currents carried musty household smells, but occasionally a small puff entered from near the windows, scented with burning coal and evening cookfires.


  I took a deep breath. All this talk of my ability was moot if there were no nightstrands on Araok Island. That was something I could investigate even when tired. My fingers ran over Tyrak’s hilt as I prepared myself then lowered the walls between my mind and Araok’s aether.


  The strands surged into my mind, filling me with wailing, shrieking, incoherent pleas. Anger. Madness. Rage. And beneath it all, a tide of sadness, the melancholy spirits of sane Ulstats who’d watched their loved ones die raving and angry.


  Immediately, I slammed my walls home. My throat clamped down over a surge of bile. My teeth chattered, and a cold sweat slimed my hairline. So much hate . . . And so much sadness. For hundreds of years, the malevolence of the Ulstats had poisoned this island’s aether. I wondered if it could ever be cleansed.


  They are so angry, Tyrak said, voice quiet and pained.


  I didn’t respond. There was no need. But I tucked the dagger’s hilt into the cradle of my palm and squeezed, feeling him close, a shield against the evil and hatred.


  But there’s power in anger, right? I asked.


  Yes, but . . . Lilik, wait—


  Too late. I might not make allies among the nightstrands here, but I could still channel their energy, bind them to my need. Throwing my barriers wide, I willed my spirit to press through my scars and into the aether. But the instant a tendril of my being escaped its physical boundary, I shrieked.


  The pain was like nothing I'd experienced. My body was being flayed and turned inside out. I screamed and screamed again, clutching the dagger. I wanted to plunge its blade into my heart to stop the agony. And then Tyrak was there, covering my scars, defending me, growling as he shared my hurt and shoved my spirit back toward my body.


  The struggle lasted hours. Or seconds. I had no concept of time. Only the feeling that I was being torn apart. Shredded. And the whole time, Tyrak was there with me. Within me. He was the shield between me and certain death, eternal anguish. And from somewhere far away, like the singing of a distant choir carried by a trick of the wind, came a wave of peace. Comfort. The aurora?


  With the last of my sanity, I drew from that calm and shoved my barrier in place. Tyrak slumped atop me, the weight of his body as real to me as if he were flesh and blood. I trembled beneath him while he buried his face in my hair.


  Don’t ever do that again, he whispered. They were going to rip you apart.


  Shivering, coated in freezing sweat, I couldn’t respond. I lay beneath him, wanting to feel nothing but Tyrak, his body protecting mine. Eyes closed, I circled him with my arms. He felt as solid as any human would. But closer, as if we were one person.


  When a knock came at the door, Tyrak retreated into the dagger, taking his warmth with him. The door burst open, and Raav rushed into the room.


  “Thank the tides,” he said. “I thought someone was hurting you. What’s wrong?”


  I coughed, searched for my voice but couldn’t find it. Raav ran to my side and laid a hand upon my forehead. Licking my lips, I tried to reassure him, but I still couldn’t talk.


  “You’re sick,” he said. “Feverish.”


  I shook my head and finally squeaked out the words. “Bad dream.”


  He didn’t believe me; I could see it on his face. But before he could argue, Nyralit followed him into the room, her hair mussed from her pillow and eyes glassy from sleep.


  “You need to go,” she said to Raav. “Trader Ulstat wouldn’t approve. You heard what he said. For her sake, you must obey.”


  What was this? Something else from the meeting between Raav and Trader Ulstat? I tried to force the question out, but no words came.


  Raav opened his mouth to argue, but Nyralit silenced him with a glare.


  “You’ll take care of her?” he asked.


  “I won’t leave until I’m sure she’s okay,” Nyralit said. With that, she climbed under the covers beside me and pulled me close, pillowing her head on the crook of her arm.


  Eyes anguished, Raav nodded and turned for the door. It shut behind him with a click.


  


  Chapter Eight


   


   


  I WOKE FROM a dream that Trader Ulstat had carried my brother to the top of a high, Araokan crag. I’d tried to get there in time. But I’d failed. As I watched the man throw Jaret from the precipice, I’d screamed. Moments later, I jolted awake.


  The lanterns were still burning; firelight licked the ceiling above me. Nyralit had left my room, probably after I’d fallen asleep. Maybe she’d decided I’d recovered enough, or maybe an Ulstat servant had forced her to leave. In any case, I was glad. Because the dream had clarified something for me.


  I couldn’t sleep under the same roof as Trader Ulstat.


  Slipping from beneath the covers, I visited the lanterns one by one and doused their flames. Even if someone were watching through a peephole, the darkness would hide my movements. I slipped into the padded jacket and retrieved Tyrak from beneath the pillow. After sliding the blade into and out of the pocket enough times to feel comfortable with the motion, I tiptoed to the door.


  Over the last day, I’d continued to limp even though my ankle felt better. It gave the servants a reason to pity me, and possibly to question their master's integrity. Plus, as long as Trader Ulstat assumed my leg would slow me, he’d be less vigilant about my movements. Or so I hoped. But now, I walked with assuredness.


  Care to inform me about your plan? Tyrak asked.


  I’m taking care of our problems.


  I’m not sure I like the sound of that. Have you thought this through?


  I’ve considered the alternatives, and I don’t think we can risk any that involve waiting.


  You haven’t even finished searching the gardens.


  I can’t depend on finding something out there. I said. This tunnel may be nothing more than a legend. And as for my family, Trader Ulstat might be a touch insane, but I don’t think he’s stupid enough to leave them unguarded.


  For what it’s worth, I don’t think the Ulstat madness infects him. I can’t say the same regarding their cruel streak.


  Then I’m doing the world a favor by helping eliminate it.


  That’s what I was afraid of, Tyrak said before falling silent.


  The hallway was empty, and just a single lantern burned near the intersection with the manor’s main corridor. It seemed most of the guards who’d been patrolling the house by day were either asleep or relocated to positions along the outer wall to keep watch through the darkness. Even so, I slipped along the wall to remain as hidden as possible. When I reached the opening, I peered out into the corridor. Beside the front door, a sentry sat slumped in his chair. His eyes were closed, but his breath lacked the evenness of slumber. Resting. I needed to remain silent.


  Ducking back into the side corridor, I slipped out of my shoes. At the feel of bare stone against the soles of my feet, my first lesson with Tyrak surfaced in my memory. I imagined the slick cobbles in fountain square, the spray of water droplets glinting like stars falling all around. The jacket’s pocket lay over my heart, and I felt it beating against the rigid metal of Tyrak’s dagger.


  With a deep breath, I stepped into the hall. Creeping toe to heel and watching every placement of my foot, I slipped along the corridor and entered the hallway leading toward the Ulstat bedrooms—I’d figured out that much about the house layout earlier. Fortunately, Trader Ulstat didn’t bother to set a guard outside his door. Or at least, I assumed the most massive entrance led to the master bedroom. Heavy ironbound doors sealed the room. With a glance left and right, I tried the latch.


  Locked.


  Dismayed, I slouched against the wall and considered my options. Most gutterborn learned how to pick a lock at some point in their lives. With the proper tools, I might manage it. But I doubted I could do it silently.


  As I chewed my lip, casting about for ideas, the sound of heavy footsteps in the main corridor sent a lance of fear through my chest. The footfalls couldn’t be Ashhi’s—the reverberation was too loud. It had to be a guard or the prime trader coming to bed. I leaped from the shallow alcove outside Trader Ulstat’s room and sprinted on tiptoes for the end of the hall. It was a gamble. Ashhi’s brother was still hostage in Istanik. If the placement of the bedrooms reflected heir status, the young boy’s would be at the end of the hallway. Ducking into the alcove outside the last, narrow door, I slammed my back against the wall and waited, breath held.


  The footsteps echoed. Closer.


  I reached for the door latch, the oiled metal cold against my palm. It, too, was locked.


  Be still, Lilik. Breathe.


  I realized my held breath had made me dizzy, and I slowly exhaled.


  Good.


  Tyrak extended a thread of comfort accompanied by the sensation of his body near mine, just a hint rather than the full weight I’d felt lying atop me earlier in the evening. My heart slowed, and without my pulse pounding in my ears I could hear more clearly. From down the hallway, the click of metal against metal—a key in the lock—was followed by a thunk and the shushing sound of a door opening.


  Moments later, the door shut with a quiet snick.


  No doubt it had been Trader Ulstat entering his room. I heaved a shaky sigh. “Too close,” I whispered.


  You still think this is a good idea? Tyrak asked.


  I didn’t answer him; an argument would just distract me. Once again slipping into the hall, I tiptoed forward. It would be a while before Trader Ulstat fell asleep. As I advanced along the hallway, I tried the other two doors. Neither were locked. If I could figure out which was Mieshk’s, I could hide there while I waited for the prime trader to finish his nighttime preparations and climb into bed. Unfortunately, I’d have to peer inside to be certain. And there was no reason to risk it until I knew if I could get inside Trader Ulstat’s chamber later.


  Once again standing in front of the ironbound door, I closed my eyes and laid a hand on the latch. I pressed against the metal, a hard lump in my throat. The latch moved, just enough to tell me the door was unlocked.


  I shuffled backward and away from the door. Now I had only to wait.


  The question was, where?


  If you won’t let me persuade you to abandon this idea, may I at least give you some advice? Tyrak asked.


  I always listen to your advice, I said. But when you’re trying to tell me not to do something because you’re worried for my safety, I reserve the right to ignore it.


  That’s one thing you and Zyri have in common. Stubbornness. I suppose that’s one of the reasons I . . . enjoy being with you.


  I heard plenty of unspoken emotion in his words. But I wouldn’t let him distract me from my plan.


  Are you going to tell me your advice or not? Because I’m feeling rather exposed here in the middle of the hallway.


  A hint of his frustration joined his words as they threaded into my mind. You have at least an hour to wait. It’s stupid to stay near this part of the house. Go back to your room.


  To do that, I have to pass the guard again. Don’t you think that’s a bigger risk?


  At the reminder, his frustration shifted to embarrassment. He withdrew his emotions from our connection, but it was too late. We both knew he’d made a mistake.


  You don’t have to know everything for me to respect your opinion, I offered as a token of peace.


  I know, but I feel like I should. I’ve been alive for a thousand more years than you have. Don’t you think that should grant me at least a little wisdom?


  I tiptoed back along the corridor while I considered that. I hadn’t thought about Tyrak in that way before. True, he knew a lot about fighting, but mostly I remembered him through Zyri’s experience, as a boy—a young man maybe—not much older than me.


  I’ll try to keep that in mind, I said.


  Sometimes I feel like I’m showering you with unwanted advice. Zyri always told me we should talk more . . .


  Hmm. I seem to remember her wishing you would clap shut and kiss her.


  A wave of sadness flowed from him. That too, I’m sure. Oh, Lilik. I miss her so much sometimes.


  I know you do. What do you think about the study?


  I peered into the chamber, Trader Ulstat’s desk a hulking shadow in the middle of the room.


  Perfect, he said.


  I wish you could be with her.


  I know you do, he returned, echoing my statement from moments before.


  Unfortunately, the papers were no longer piled on the desk. Rifling through them would have kept me occupied while waiting. I tried the desk drawer. Locked. I shouldn’t have expected anything else, but if there was one thing I excelled at, it was hoping for the unlikely. At least the desk provided cover. Sitting on the cold floor beneath it, I kept my ears alert for any approach. But aside from the occasional clicking of rodents’ claws somewhere deep in the house, I heard only silence.


  After a long time, Tyrak spoke. Say this works, and you assassinate the prime of House Ulstat. What then?


  We take their ships, recruit fighters, and leave for Ioene.


  So that’s the Boket strategy . . . Kill them and take their stuff.


  Seems to work for most armies.


  Tyrak’s phantom gave me a little knuckle-nudge to the shoulder. He’s probably asleep. Ready?


  In truth, I felt Tyrak’s hatred for murder as strongly as the emotion sat in my heart. I’d killed three men, and I regretted every one. But if the alternative were to watch the Islands ruined by Mieshk’s cataclysm, I’d kill as many evil men and women as it took to protect my friends and my family and my homeland. Joking about it didn’t make the task any less despicable, but it might help me get through the next few minutes.


  I clambered out from beneath the desk and stretched the kinks from my limbs. One of my knees popped with a crack that echoed in the stone-walled room. I cringed, imagining the sound summoning guards from some distant recess of the home. But no footfalls reverberated through the corridors.


  Stepping into the hallway, I slipped like a ghost toward Trader Ulstat’s bedroom. Moments later, I once again stood facing his door, hand on the latch. My fingers dug into my jacket pocket and pulled Tyrak free. In the dark hallway, the blade glinted, the color of a moon hidden behind a layer of clouds.


  I squeezed the latch, and the door swung open, exposing the pitch black interior of the room. As I stepped into the chamber, I blinked, hoping my eyes would adjust and allow me to get at least a sense of what lay before me.


  Another step, and I felt the edge of a fur rug beneath my bare foot. The animal’s pelt was stiff and bristly. Keeping my weapon arm forward I shuffled to get both feet on the rug. Still, I saw nothing.


  As I advanced, I kept my balance centered, ready for my forward leg to knock into something. I just hoped it wouldn’t make a clatter.


  I don’t suppose you want any more advice right now. As in turn around and leave.


  Not right now. Though if you could figure out how to conjure a light, I’d be eternally indebted.


  Eternally, huh? I like the sound of that.


  Clap shut, Tyrak.


  My foot hit something hard, and I squirmed my toes over it only to realize it was the skull of whatever poor creature had given its life to become Ulstat carpet. As I detoured to avoid the dead beast’s head, I felt something behind me.


  No. Someone.


  A hand clamped over my mouth, sealing in my scream as an arm like iron wrapped me around the waist and lifted me from my feet. I struck backward with the dagger, the motion awkward and hitting nothing but air.


  Lilik. Go quietly! Wake the trader, and you’re dead.


  Go quietly? Are you crazy? I said back, still struggling. The man behind me gave a quiet grunt and squeezed tighter. I bit at his hand, tasted leather and sweat, but couldn’t get purchase on his callused palm.


  You’re giving yourself away! Don’t be an idiot.


  When I kept fighting, Tyrak leaped from the dagger and sank into my body. He filled me with calm. It didn’t work. I lashed low with the dagger, catching fabric with the point, but I still couldn’t cut flesh.


  That’s when Tyrak took control. Abruptly, I had no command of my arms or legs. I was helpless, trapped in my own mind as Tyrak held me motionless.


  I’m sorry, he said. So sorry, Lilik. I didn’t know what else to do.


  Out! I shrieked into the aether that bound us. Get out!


  I will. Promise me one thing. Don’t get yourself killed. I can’t lose you. With that, he withdrew. I started to fight before glimpsing my surroundings. While Tyrak had held me frozen, my captor had dragged me back into the hallway. He spun me around and set me on the floor, facing the door to Trader Ulstat’s chamber once again.


  The door was shut.


  Ashhi stood between her father’s bedroom and me. Her eyes shot to the person holding me. “Let her go. If she yells, she’s only killing herself. And her family.”


  The hand left my face, and I pursed my lips. I spat on the floor, trying to rid my mouth of the taste the man’s sweat. Craning my neck, I saw an Ulstat House guard standing behind me, his face stony.


  “You were lucky,” Ashhi said. “My father’s guard tonight had no desire to clean your blood from his master’s chamber. He saw you in the hallway earlier and brought the story to me.”


  I glared at her, furious. Behind me, the guard shifted. I could feel his body heat against my back.


  Ashhi rolled her eyes. “Now’s the part where you put away your weapon.”


  My eyes flicked to my weapon hand. I hadn’t realized I still held Tyrak before me. It probably wouldn’t work out well if I tried to fight the guardsman here in the hall. Meeting her stare to show I wasn’t intimidated, I tucked the dagger back into my jacket.


  She nodded. “Good. Now, you’d be smart to go back to bed. Obviously, I couldn’t let you attack my father. But I don’t want to see you—or anyone—hurt.”


  I think you might make an ally of her if you keep your temper under control, Tyrak said.


  I curled my toes. I wanted to ignore him, especially after what he’d just done to me. But he was probably right. At the very least, I’d have no luck carrying out my plan to get rid of Trader Ulstat tonight.


  “How do you know I won’t just try again?” I asked.


  Her brows raised as she shrugged. “I just have to hope. You must believe me, I don’t like how your family is being treated. I’m working on it.”


  “Do you understand that there’s more at stake here? Your sister—”


  She cut me off, her words almost sharp enough to penetrate the solid wood door behind her. “This is not the time to talk of such things. Now go.”


  It took all my self-restraint to turn and pad from the hallway. After returning from Ioene, I’d vowed never to submit to a trader’s command again. But right now, my only choice was retreat.


  I hated every step.
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  I yanked the door shut behind me and stomped to my bed, stumbling in the dark. I was acting like a child, but I couldn’t help it. The truth was, I was embarrassed. Tyrak had been right. The plan had been stupid.


  Not only that, he’d had to save me in the end.


  If you ever take control of me like that again, we are finished. I’ll have you melted down. I don’t care what happens to your spirit.


  When Tyrak responded, his voice was heavy with exhaustion. I’m so sorry, Lilik. I didn’t expect that to happen, but once I realized what I’d done, I took advantage of it. I was afraid I’d lose you.


  So you violated my trust? How can I keep myself open to you after that?


  I didn’t think . . . Listen, Lilik. All I was trying to do was calm you. We’ve joined before, with equal control. So I thought if I just tried a little harder, I could break through to you. Help you realize what was going on. And all of a sudden, I realized you weren’t fighting me.


  Because I couldn’t fight you.


  I know. I understand. But by that time it was too late, so I held on long enough to keep you from waking Trader Ulstat. I really am sorry. It won’t happen again.


  I pressed my fist against the outside of my jacket, pinning the dagger against my body. You’re right. It won’t happen again.


  But think of it this way, Lilik. You were in my power for a few breaths, whereas I am in your control every minute of every day. Like you said, you could have me melted down.


  I flopped down on the covers. I hadn’t thought about it that way, but Tyrak was right. I had more power over him than he could possibly exert over me.


  Fine. I accept your apology, I said.


  I don’t know what I’d do if you wouldn’t. I mean it. You are my only window into life, Lilik.


  I sighed. I wish fate hadn’t put us in this position.


  We remained silent for awhile, listening to the air move through the room.


  As for your assassination attempt, he said finally. I suppose there’s no need to say “I told you so.”


  Keep talking about that and we’ll go back to the blast furnace idea. You. A fire hot enough to melt steel.


  With a phantom finger, he nudged my shoulder. At least you learned something. Ashhi is not as ruthless as the rest of the Ulstats. There’s opportunity there.


  Maybe, I said. Or maybe she’s just more conniving.


  Tyrak sent a tendril of approval through our bond. I like how you think.


  Don’t lie.


  Okay, I like how you think some of the time.


  I laid my hands, palm up, atop my forehead as I stared into the darkness above the bed. I know it was reckless. After Istanik, I ended up with the idea I was more capable than I am.


  You’re entirely capable, Lilik. It’s part of the problem. Makes you too confident.


  I guess that’s why I’m so frustrated. At least on Istanik, I could do something. When the traders wouldn’t help, I recruited the gutterborn. But here, any move I make endangers my family.


  He left the dagger and sat beside me, legs outstretched on the bed with his back propped against the headboard. Or at least, that’s how his phantom felt to me.


  And if you do nothing, it’s not just your family who will be hurt. I understand. We’ll solve this, Lilik. But what you do think about working together rather than trying to demolish House Ulstat all on your own?


  I smiled into the darkness. All right, Tyrak. We work together.


  


  Chapter Nine


   


   


  THE NEXT MORNING, my heart raced when I answered the summons to Trader Ulstat’s study. Seeing him sitting behind the desk, all I could think of was my hour spent huddling beneath it. Despite Ashhi’s reassurances, I had a hard time believing she wouldn’t warn her father. Palms slick, I waited until he looked up from his papers.


  “Water sources,” he said. “I’d like to know locations and any other information you consider relevant. As you recall, by volunteering more than I ask for, you have the chance to earn food for your family.”


  My cheek twitched. It appeared he wasn't going to confront me for trying to kill him. Instead, he wanted to continue this other torment. Nostrils flaring, I took a deep breath.


  Remember to be patient, Tyrak said. Angering him will only make it harder for us.


  “There are freshwater springs on the lower slopes of the island. Specifically, there was a rocky pool near the last location I saw your daughter. Too close to the ocean, and the springs are usually brackish. But you’d find that out as soon as you try to drink from them.”


  The corners of the man’s mouth drew down in a frown of consideration. “Not bad. And as it happens, much of your information agrees with your friends. This time. You see, I knew you valued your lives enough to see things from my perspective.”


  “If there’s nothing else . . .” I took a step backward.


  “Actually, there is.”


  Sweat sprang up at my hairline. I rubbed my thumbs against the edges of my index fingers, trying to keep calm.


  “I’ve spoken to Trader Ovintak already,” he said. “You are not to be alone with him under any circumstances.”


  This again? I glared. “Your servant expressed some distaste for our relations when he evicted me from Raav’s room.”


  “As he should. It's inappropriate.”


  “I’m not concerned about your opinion on what’s appropriate, and neither is Raav.”


  Purple splotches darkened his face. “Within my household, I am the ultimate authority. You’d do well to remember that.” He paused, controlling himself. “Prepare for an early call to the midday meal,” he said, dismissing me with a wave of his hand.


  I headed for the rear of the house, crossing the empty great room before shouldering out the door into the morning sun. Squinting, I marched toward the blacksmith’s workshop I’d spotted the day before. As I stamped along the narrow gravel path, I scanned the jagged hills beyond the grounds. Already, heat shimmered off the bare stone. Across the grounds, I glimpsed Nyralit near the graveyard. Nodding to myself, I headed the other direction. We’d find this tunnel. We had to.
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  While I searched the grounds, more Ulstat soldiers arrived at the compound. Squad after squad marched for the barracks. Each footfall and snarl added to my growing fear. I needed to start considering alternatives in case we couldn’t get help from outside. Escape? Abandon my family? Join with the Ulstats in hopes of betraying them later?


  From the house, I heard the bell announcing the preparations for the midday meal. Early, as promised. I wanted to keep searching, but whatever my plans, I didn’t want to give our host reasons to act prematurely. As I passed back through the house, I stared at my feet to avoid feeling crushed by the ceilings. Every passing minute added to the urgency coloring my thoughts. If I didn’t have a good answer by nightfall, I’d need to consider drastic options.


  Shadows filled my room, despite the midday sun. I lit a couple lamps and paced, awaiting a summons to eat or a delivery of more bland food. After a few minutes, I noticed that the underclothes had been removed from the gaps in the wall. Maybe I’d stuff them back in later just to spite the Ulstat spies.


  When a servant entered without knocking, I spun.


  “You are instructed to appear in the dining room,” he said.


  “What if I’m not hungry?” I said, watching him for a reaction. My hopes for finding allies among the staff were fading, but I shouldn’t give up.


  “I only pass the message,” he said with an annoyed shrug.


  Following the servant into the hall, I brushed past him and marched to the dining hall. When I pushed the door open, only Raav stood inside. I slipped past the door and let it swing shut behind me. Raav looked confused. Stepping aside, he gestured at the small table which had replaced Trader Ulstat’s previous monstrosity. Four chairs surrounded it, and on the tabletop, four place settings stood ready. Crystal goblets were filled with some sort of juice—or maybe wine.


  “What’s this? Where’s Nyralit?”


  He pulled back a seat for me. “Not sure. On her way, I assume.” When I sat, he helped me scoot in before squeezing my shoulder affectionately.


  As Raav pulled out another chair, footfalls pounded the stone floor outside the room. Moments later, the heavy door swung and thudded against the wall. Plates rattled against the table.


  Trader Ulstat stood in the doorway, shadowed by his daughter. Ashhi’s eyes were downcast, and from the puffiness on her face, I guessed she’d been crying. Striding into the room, the trader paid no heed to Raav’s shocked face or to his daughter’s slow shuffle as she followed in his wake.


  Raising my eyebrows as if his actions were worth no more than mild interest, I shook out my napkin and draped it across my lap. When Trader Ulstat noticed my response, his cheeks darkened. But after a moment to gather himself, he drew himself up and cast me an insincere smile.


  Raav stood from his chair, planted his feet and crossed his arms over his chest. With his back turned, I noticed that his loaned clothing fit much better than mine did. And the fabric was far finer, too. A tailor must have had a chance to alter the garments to Raav's proportions. They did a pleasing job of showing off the wide set of his shoulders and the way his back tapered to a slim waist.


  “You may have guessed that I’ve had Nyralit’s meal sent to her room.”


  “Actually, I thought you intended to stand through the meal,” Raav responded.


  Trader Ulstat bared his teeth then shifted his eyes back and forth between Raav and me. “Once again, I have the chance to see how comfortable you and the young councilor are together. Which is why her presence is required for this discussion.”


  “I rather enjoy her company,” Raav said. “Thank you for recognizing that.”


  Behind Trader Ulstat, Ashhi’s small mouth twitched downward, the hint of a frown vanishing as quickly as it had come.


  “Consorting with her ilk,” Trader Ulstat said, lip curled. “It’s obscene.”


  Raav tensed, the muscles in his back like hard knots beneath the thin fabric of his tunic. “I will not allow you to insult her.”


  “Why not?” Trader Ulstat asked. “She’s just a gutterborn.”


  “Da . . .” Ashhi whispered. “Please don’t. It’s not necessary.”


  Trader Ulstat gave his daughter a condescending look before turning back to us. “Ashhi is soft. But I wouldn’t change her. My apologies, Councilor Boket. Shall we dine?”


  “I do enjoy potatoes,” Raav said with a sneer.


  Trader Ulstat ignored the jibe and pulled out the chair opposite Raav’s. That left Ashhi to sit across from me. Her eyes were fastened to the table in front of her. A creeping sense of dread entered my belly. Had she told her father after all?


  Trader Ulstat pulled a bell from his pocket and jiggled it impatiently. When the servant entered, carrying a large platter capped with a silver cloche, Trader Ulstat sneered with false hospitality.


  The servant deposited the platter in the middle of the table and lifted the cloche, revealing a leg of venison surrounded by side dishes in individual serving bowls. Hefting a fork and cutting knife, the servant stabbed the leg of meat and sliced off a thick hunk which he slapped down on Raav’s plate. Juices splattered Raav’s loaned tunic.


  As if nothing had happened, Raav shook out his napkin and placed it on his lap. Ashhi almost smiled.


  When we’d all been served, the servant bowed and retreated from the room. For a few minutes, the only sounds were the clink of silverware against crystal plates and quiet chewing noises. The meat stuck in my throat, forcing me to guzzle the juice to get it down.


  “So . . .” Trader Ulstat said. “On to the purpose for our dinner.”


  My heart sped as I saw Ashhi tense. Raav’s knee brushed mine beneath the table, but it didn't keep my hands from trembling. Raav had no idea about my assassination attempt, or he'd be just as nervous at seeing Ashhi’s reaction.


  “I was wondering whether you planned to get to the point,” Raav said.


  Trader Ulstat’s lip twitched. He sat back in his chair and dabbed his mouth. “I think what I have to say will surprise you. It’s about my heir.”


  “Mieshk,” Raav said.


  I let my fork clatter to my plate. “The one who thinks she’s a god and plans to break the world to prove it?”


  Trader Ulstat’s jaw clenched, the only sign that my jab had connected. “As it happens, yes. It’s no secret that madness runs in our family line. Unfortunately, Mieshk appears to have inherited the trait. Don’t think I’m so blind to have missed that.”


  “Yet you demanded that she be named sole ruler of Ioene,” Raav said.


  The trader shrugged. “As you know, a trader’s strength lies in negotiation. I had no intent of leaving her to control the island.”


  “Then we all agree Mieshk is insane and endangers the world with her existence,” I said. “The question is, how do you plan to stop her?”


  Trader Ulstat sipped from his goblet before turning his attention to his daughter. When she didn’t look up, he grabbed her by the chin and forced her eyes to meet mine. “It’s been my intent from the beginning to name Ashhi heir as soon as I could prove Mieshk’s inability to rule our House.”


  “Your choice of heir is your business,” I said. “You didn’t answer my question. How do you plan to convince your older daughter to relinquish her new domain?”


  “Well,” he said, sneering, “I intended to take it from her forcibly, but my resources are severely diminished following events in Istanik. Fortunately, I’m adaptable. I have a proposal for Trader Ovintak.”


  Raav looked at him, incredulous. “Me?”


  Trader Ulstat released Ashhi’s chin and stood. Pulling her chair back, he grabbed her under the armpit and forced her up before shoving her in Raav’s direction. I stared, shocked, while foreboding took hold of my heart.


  “Both our Houses have had difficulties lately,” Trader Ulstat said. “However, taking control of Ioene would reverse our fortunes. I agree that Mieshk is unfit for her position. I will work to oust my own daughter . . . Provided I can secure a small agreement from House Ovintak.”


  “If you intend to ask me to turn against the Istaniker traders, it won’t happen,” Raav said.


  Trader Ulstat raised his eyebrows. “I thought we were talking about Ioene. But if you wish to discuss Istanik and the Trader Council, we can take up the topic at a different time. For now, here’s my proposal: we defeat Mieshk and take control of the island as a joint trading empire. With your guarantee of funds, I’ll have no problem hiring the force I need for the task.”


  “Ioene is not a trade good,” I said.


  Trader Ulstat cocked his head, glaring at me. “Did you get the impression I was including you in this negotiation?”


  Ashhi straightened as if to speak, but a sharp squeeze of her father’s hand on the back of her neck silenced her.


  “I’m not interested in seizing Ioene for any particular trading family,” Raav said.


  “I think you should be,” Trader Ulstat said. “Because it’s the only way I agree to move against my heir. Moreover, our alliance must be formalized before I can trust you.”


  When Ashhi closed her eyes, lower lip trembling, I realized what this all meant. One of Raav’s hands lay on top of the table. Staring Trader Ulstat in the eye, I slid my hand into Raav's grip. He jerked, startled at the contact but quickly wrapped his long fingers around mine.


  Trader Ulstat snorted. “Territorial, aren’t we, Councilor Boket? At any rate, you’ll have to give that up. I won’t have my daughter’s betrothed dallying with another woman.”


  “What?” Raav said. His whole body tensed.


  “Are you really this dense?” Trader Ulstat asked. “Fine. I’ll put it plainly. Before we sail for Ioene, I’ll need you to marry my daughter. She’s young so I won’t expect you—or allow you—to live as man and wife for a few years. But as you know, formal contracts are inviolate in our Islands. Forsake her, and you’ll never marry again. Your fortune will be forfeit to Ashhi.”


  “But there’s no longer a Trader Council,” I said, refusing to release Raav’s hand. “And who would enforce a contract made under pressure, anyway?”


  “Regarding the Council, I think you’ll find that your little resistance had less effect than you’d hoped. But even disregarding the fate of the Council, many rules of our society were laid down long before the Council was formed. Once we take Ioene, of course, the traders are sure to fall in line behind my authority. The power of our combined Houses will assure it.”


  “I won’t be strong-armed into a wedding,” Raav said.


  Trader Ulstat removed his hand from his daughter's neck. He shrugged. “Well, it’s your choice. Right now, my House is sadly reduced. I understand that I’ll recover only by taking risks, but I don’t think I can defeat Mieshk alone. You have been to Ioene. I need that knowledge. However, if you won’t agree to my terms, I’ll just have to sit back and watch what happens. You claim we have a cataclysm to look forward to. Fortunately, Araok Island is mountainous, with many hidden clefts where a well-entrenched family might weather such an event.”


  “I still won’t—“


  Trader Ulstat raised a hand to silence Raav. “I suggest you take your time and consider your answer. But you understand now why you and Councilor Boket cannot be alone. And I believe I’ve been clear about the consequences to Lilik’s brother and father in the event of transgressions.” He turned his attention to me. “You may go.”


  My words stolen by the shock of the situation, I could only look back and forth between Ashhi and Raav, imagining them together.


  “Was I unclear?” Trader Ulstat asked me. “Leave. Now. I’ll have the remainder of your meal sent to your room.”


  He stepped aside and gestured to the door. I sat frozen for a heartbeat before releasing Raav’s hand and standing. Feeling as if a chasm had opened in my chest, I stalked to the door.


  I turned and met Raav’s eyes. “He won’t keep us apart,” I said. But in my heart, I wondered if that were really true.


  


  Chapter Ten


   


   


  I RAN OUT the rear door, sprinted through the grounds, breath rasping through my throat. Near the back wall, the terrain rose high enough to grant a view down into Ilaraok. Afternoon smog hung heavy over the grounds, hazing the view. Beyond, a layer of brown smoke hung over the harbor. Anchored ships were shadows in the gloom.


  Rocks cluttered the ground to either side of the path. I picked one up and hurled it toward the wall. The stone cracked against masonry and clattered to the ground. Standing there, my body vibrating with anger, I wanted to scream. Raav and Ashhi . . . Of course he wouldn’t want to marry her. But if we failed to escape, what choice would he have? If he agreed, he could demand my family’s freedom. Ioene might fall under the control of House Ulstat, but that was better than a complete destruction of the Kiriilt Islands.


  For the first time in many days, I wrapped my hand around Paono’s sea-opal pendant. With everything that had happened, it’d been easy to forget that my best friend was alone, fighting for all the Islanders. How could I possibly trade his life for a chance at my future happiness with Raav?


  I grabbed another rock and clutched it tight in my fist. Ahead, a pair of patrolling guards marched alongside the wall. With Tyrak’s help, I might win against the two of them. Surprise them by throwing the rock, leap from a hiding spot, kill one of them before he got his weapon free.


  But what good would that do? I might be able to climb the wall, but the guards in the towers would probably see me.


  I uncurled my fingers and let the stone drop. From where I stood a couple flagstone paths wandered off into the tangled thicket in this part of the grounds. I ducked onto one and headed for the graveyard. From down in the city, the clang of ore crushers joined the weak strains of birdsong in the dead trees overhead.


  Near the cemetery, not even the faint twittering of birds penetrated the air—maybe they felt the presence of the Ulstat nightstrands, too. When I reached the hedge, I turned for the dark-iron arch at the graveyard’s entrance.


  As I approached the gate, movement from inside the yard caught my eye. Heart thudding with sudden hope, I dropped to a crouch and peered through the tangle of dead sticks.


  My breath caught. A stranger was kneeling before Leesa Ulstat’s grave. Head bowed and facing away from me, the woman laid a spray of little blue flowers before the headstone. Who could it be? Not Ashhi—even kneeling, I could tell the person was too tall to be the Ulstat girl. A servant then?


  I dug fingertips into the dry ground. Like it or not, I was running out of time for caution. Maybe—as I’d hoped—this woman had left the flowers as a sign.


  As I rose, the woman turned from the gravestone. I gasped.


  The tongueless healer pulled the hood of her cloak over her hair, hunching as she slipped toward the archway. I dashed forward, feet crunching over gravel.


  She let out a strangled cry when I jumped in front of her. I pressed my finger to my lips.


  “I won’t betray you. I promise,” I said.


  The woman’s eyes were white rimmed with fear. She sidestepped to get around me. Guilt pressed heavy on me, stealing my breath. She’d clearly suffered enough. But the fate of the Islands depended on this.


  “Please,” I said. “I’ve been hoping you left the flowers as a signal. The Silent Queen. There was a tunnel . . .”


  Her eyes darted left and right. She was visibly shaking.


  I clasped my hands before my chest, begging her. “I wouldn’t ask for help if there was any other choice. Mieshk Ulstat is gathering power that will doom the Kiriilt Islands. If we don’t stop her, everyone here will die.”


  She pressed her lips together, swallowed, but stopped trying to get around me.


  “The passage,” I whispered. “Do you know where it is?”


  She nodded. Hope sang in my chest.


  “Can you take me there?”


  The woman shrugged then looked at the afternoon sun. Right. She wouldn’t want to guide me there under full daylight.


  “After dark?”


  She shook her head.


  “Midnight?”


  Her nod was furtive, but she would help. The woman brushed gravel from the front of her skirt as she stepped around me. I stood frozen for a moment before quick-stepping to catch up with her. I needed to ask one more thing. If this passage turned out to lead nowhere, or if the woman wasn’t able to meet me, maybe I could still get word to Istanik.


  “There’s a boy,” I said, forgetting to whisper. “He goes by Geren or Skink. Skinny little rat, probably lurking near the compound. Tell him to send word to Istanik. He can’t read, but he can carry a note.”


  The woman shook her head and pointed at her missing tongue.


  “I know,” I said. “But you must know someone who can write. You must have some way of communicating. It won’t put you in any danger, not if you’re careful. Please—”


  My words caught in my throat when the shadow fell across our path.


  “You are determined to get your family killed, aren’t you?” Ashhi asked as she stood in front of us.


  The healer squawked, grabbing for her hood in a vain attempt to hide her face. Ashhi stepped in front of her and grabbed the woman by the shoulders, forcing eye contact. I cringed, my hand slipping into my jacket in search of Tyrak’s hilt. This was my fault, and I couldn’t let the healer take the punishment. Even if it meant silencing Ashhi.


  The girl rolled her eyes. “So quick with a knife, Lilik.” She turned her attention back to the healer. “I’m not my father. I won’t hurt you. But I suggest you leave. Visit family and don’t return to the servants' lodgings until our guests are gone. Councilor Boket will get you in trouble otherwise.”


  “Go. Hurry,” I said.


  The healer needed no more encouragement. She ran down the path, looking over her shoulder just once. So much for our midnight meeting. At least, I hoped she wouldn’t try to come back.


  After the woman had disappeared, Ashhi stepped to the iron uprights supporting the arch and sank to a seat. Her bent knees made sharp angles in the air before her face. She’d been crying again. I tried to feel sorry for her, but couldn’t quite manage it. The girl was Mieshk’s sister, and quite possibly heir to House Ulstat. Whether she’d chosen the marriage or not, I couldn’t stand the thought of her taking my place with Raav.


  I looked past her to the back corner of the grounds. There, blackened trees, burned by some long-ago fire, clawed the air over the stone wall. At some point, an Ulstat had commissioned a life-sized statue there. Over the years, soot had collected in the hollows of its eyes, making the figure look like a crow-pecked corpse.


  I cringed before turning my attention to Ashhi.


  She didn’t flinch from my glare. “The only entrance to the cellar is through the kitchens,” she said. “There are two guards watching it at all times. You won’t find your family by wandering around back here.”


  I stared, stunned. “Why should I believe you’re telling the truth?”


  “Good question. Why would you believe me? I’m marrying your lover. It doesn’t matter that I'd do anything to escape the arrangement.”


  “Sounds about right.”


  I know it’s not easy Lilik, but—


  Not a good time, Tyrak.


  You might tell me to clap shut, but I won't let you lose this opportunity, he countered. At least give her a chance.


  “There’s a line between being determined and being bullheaded,” Ashhi said. “And another between pride and arrogance. You do well to consider where you fall on both counts.”


  I stepped forward, the blood hot in my cheeks. Ashhi’s expression remained neutral with a touch of sadness. Somewhere in my heart, I knew she wasn’t the cause of my problems. I knew she was as much a victim as Raav and me. But I was out of control. I raised my hand, ready to slap her across the face.


  And remembered my family.


  If I hit Ashhi, Jaret might die. I lowered my arm.


  Ashhi’s face softened, ever so slightly. “I didn’t have to tell you about the cellar. I could’ve left you out here, circling through our wasteland of a garden, until my father decided you were too curious and took action. And I don’t have to tell you about the location of the passage into the old mine either . . .”


  I straightened. “How much did you hear?”


  She shrugged. “I have good ears. When you grow up in House Ulstat, you need to be alert for harm.”


  “But you didn’t come out here out of pure kindness. So what do you want?”


  “For starters, I don’t want to marry a stranger.”


  “Then refuse.”


  She shook her head. “I can’t. Not yet. I know my sister too well. She has more capacity for evil than most could imagine. So if I have to marry Raav to convince my father to fight her, I will.”


  “But?”


  Ashhi’s gaze shot over my shoulder, her eyes widening as someone approached. She jumped to her feet.


  “My father’s coming. I’ll visit your room later—when it’s safe. You know that there’s no privacy in my father’s house, right? Not unless you understand the movement of his spies, at least.”


  “So I’ve been told,” I said.


  She glanced once again at the path behind me. “We can work together. But first, you’ll have to decide to trust me.”


  With that, she stepped around me and started for the house, but not fast enough. Her father’s long strides brought him close enough to speak with us both.


  “You two talking about anything interesting?” Trader Ulstat asked.


  “Lilik was curious about our illustrious history,” she said, gesturing at the patch of headstones. “I was explaining which ancestors I hoped Raav’s children would take after.”


  Her father made a low noise in his throat. Maybe she’d gone too far. Or maybe this whole thing had been planned. I shouldn’t trust an Ulstat. If the events on Ioene hadn’t taught me that, the attack on Istanik had. But why go to all the trouble? Were they testing me? To what purpose? They already knew what I thought of them.


  Yet the alternative—that Ashhi Ulstat would betray her family—seemed almost as unlikely.


  “An . . . interesting lineage you have,” I said, sneering. Without waiting for his reaction, I stalked away, headed for the doors.
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  Ashhi entered my room before dinner, slipping through the door without warning. I’d been lying on my side, my hand beneath the pillow cradling Tyrak’s hilt. I jerked upright and yanked the covers over the pillow.


  “My father expects me in his study for a discussion of strategy, so I’ll make this quick,” she said, advancing. “He instructed me to remind you of your morning summons for questioning. I’m sure you won’t want to endanger your companions by being tardy again.”


  I closed my eyes to push away my irritation. When I opened them, Ashhi was standing close. Very close. I flinched back, only to notice her right hand fluttering to catch my attention. Pinned between her thumb and her palm was a note. Leaning forward to plant her hands on either side of me, she spoke into my face.


  “I don’t know what you think you gain with your insolence—but your family loses every time you defy my House.” With that, she stood and left the room.


  After a moment of stunned silence, I glanced down beside my leg and noticed that she’d pulled a fold of covers closer to my body. Sneaking my hand beneath, I felt the telltale crinkle of paper. The whole thing had been an act to pass me the note, which could only mean one of her father’s spies was watching. Swallowing, I palmed the note and tucked it into my waistband. I fought the impulse to scan the walls in search of eyes glinting through peepholes. Instead, I yawned and lay back down, pretending boredom.


  Some time later, a servant shouldered into the room and deposited a plate beside my bed. A piece of cold sausage sat in congealed fat beside a ragged heel of bread. My stomach rebelled at the thought, and I lifted the plate from the floor, walked to the door, and set it back out in the hallway.


  While passing back into my room, I left the door open against the wall, faced it, and shielded my belly area with my body. Pulling out the note, I unfolded it and read quickly.


  The watchers break for dinner two hours after dark. The meal lasts an hour. No one will know your movements if you choose them with caution. Don’t leave this wing, but otherwise, move as your heart directs. Consider this a gift. I hope it will convince you to trust me.


  I stuffed the note back into my pants, missing the waistband and leaving the paper crinkling along my thigh as I walked awkwardly back to my bed. As I crawled onto the mattress, I considered what she’d said. For an hour this evening, no one would be watching. But Ashhi could only guarantee my privacy if I remained close. Raav’s room was nearby. She was giving us a chance to be together.


  But could I trust her? I didn’t see a motive for her to lie. If she wanted to turn me into her father, she’d had plenty of opportunities already. And I shouldn’t miss the chance to update Raav on what I’d learned. No doubt he was brooding over a possible future with Ashhi Ulstat. But maybe, with her help, it didn’t have to be that way.


  My excitement growing, I kicked off my shoes and climbed under the covers. The note was poking me in the hip. As soon as I got the scratchy wool blanket pulled over me, I yanked it free and shoved it into the pocket where I kept Tyrak.


  The sun had been down an hour. I rolled onto my side and watched out the window as the city’s torches lit the veil of smog a deep, blood-red. No matter the risk, I would see Raav tonight. My heart thundered in my chest.


  


  Chapter Eleven


   


   


  MY PALMS DAMP, I slipped through Raav’s door and shut it behind me with a quiet click. He was asleep. Lit from the side by a single flame, the peaceful lines of his face made my chest ache. Like me, he didn’t seem comfortable putting out all the lanterns. Darkness inside House Ulstat felt more malevolent than in other places.


  I swallowed—hard—and padded to his bedside. When I gently climbed atop the mattress, trying not to jiggle him, he jerked awake. Eyes wide, he brought a fist up before recognizing me.


  “Lilik?” He hissed. “What are you thinking? Your family . . .”


  “Shh. It’s okay.”


  “What do you mean, okay? You heard what the trader said.”


  “There’s no one watching. Ashhi told me.”


  He scooted back, sitting with his bare torso propped against the wall. I swallowed at the sight of his muscular build. Noticing my gaze, he blushed and ran a hand through his hair.


  “I don’t understand, Lilik. Why would you trust Ashhi Ulstat?”


  I chewed my lip. “I guess you could say she earned it.”


  He pinched the bridge of his nose. “It must be a really good reason to convince you to risk the lives of your father and brother.”


  I steeled myself for a snide comment from Tyrak before I remembered that I’d left him behind. He’d be hurt by the abandonment, but it was easier than bringing him. I needed to clear up this mess between me, Raav, and Tyrak, but not now.


  Raav had a good point, though. Was this visit any less stupid than attempt to assassinate the trader? I’d justified tonight’s plan by telling myself I needed to update Raav on everything I’d learned, but that wasn’t really the truth. If we didn’t solve this, I was going to lose Raav forever. I didn’t want to forfeit my chance to say goodbye.


  “There’s a secret exit from the grounds,” I said, pitching my voice low just in case Ashhi had lied about the spies.


  He took a deep breath and wiped his hand down his face. “And you know this why?”


  “Raav, I . . .”


  As he turned his dark eyes to mine, I couldn’t hold back any longer. I pinned his shoulders against the wall and pressed my lips to his. He tried to object, for a heartbeat that is, before wrapping me tight. His kiss lit a fire in my belly.


  A tear spilled from my eye, tracking down my cheek to fall on his bare chest. Pulling back, he cupped my face in his hand and searched my eyes.


  “I can’t lose you,” he said. “What are we going to do?” His voice broke as his own tears threatened.


  “If it’s the only way to save our friends and our homeland, we have to say goodbye,” I said.


  He kissed me again, his lips hungry as he ran his hands up my back and into my hair.


  “Lilik . . .” he whispered as he placed kisses along the line of my jaw, ending at my earlobe. My heart threatened to pound free of my chest.


  Lifting me under the butt and with an arm encircling my back, Raav swung his legs off the bed and set me on the floor. Standing, he reached his hands behind his head and paced a tight circle. The long muscles along his spine were painted by the glow of the candle, with the swell of his buttocks just hints above his waistband.


  “I can’t marry her,” he said. “You’re the one I want. The only one ever.”


  “Kiss me again,” I said, sitting back on the bed.


  He came at me tenderly, placing kisses all over my face, my eyelids, my lips. “This won’t be goodbye,” he said. “Even if they force this arrangement—” His face twisted. “—on me. I won’t honor it. I’ll leave her as soon as we retake Ioene.”


  “Will the other traders really take your assets?”


  “I don’t know. Before the Ulstat siege and your gutterborn uprising, yes they would have. Contracts are inviolate. Now, who knows? But even if I’m forced into exile, I don’t care.”


  “It won’t come to that. I’ll get word to Istanik. Or I’ll find a way to free my family. I won’t give up.”


  His fingers dug into my back, desperate for my embrace. I pulled him down on top of me, felt nothing but his weight on mine and his lips on my skin.


  “We have to stop, Lilik,” he said. “I want to be with you in the right way, in front of everyone. Not sneaking around with the chance we might be killing your family in our selfishness.” His expression was so pained that I could scarcely stand to meet his gaze. Raav was right. I needed to go. My time was almost up anyway.


  Straightening my hair, I sat up and took a few shaky breaths. Raav’s fingers entwined with mine, and he rubbed the back of my hand with his thumb.


  “Whatever happens, know that you’re the one I want,” he said.


  I stood and turned to face him. “I believe it with all my heart. And this isn’t goodbye.”


  The floor was cold on my feet as I left him behind.


  


  Chapter Twelve


   


   


  I COULDN’T SLEEP, so I walked. As I paced through the halls, a few new guards watched me from their posts. Many glared, but none moved for their weapons.


  Late-night sounds entered the hall from the kitchen. Ashhi had said the rear cellar opened from a pantry inside the room. I imagined my family beneath the kitchen floor, hungry yet surrounded by casks of flour, butter, and wheels of cheese. Sidling into the short entrance hallway, I peered inside. A pair of cooks labored over a large pot, dumping in vegetables and bones for tomorrow’s soup. And behind, two guards stood rigidly before a storage room door. My eyes widened. It seemed Ashhi had been telling the truth. At this point, my best bet was to start trusting her.


  Unlikely allies. But I would take what I could get. I shuffled to my room.


  After slipping through the door, I doused all the lights but two. Dimness shrouding me like a protective cloak, I paced back and forth. Every few minutes, I peered out the window. A crescent moon hung low in the sky, casting little illumination over the blocky city below. Torches lit the streets, setting the haze aglow so that it looked as if Ilaraok burned.


  As the moon climbed the sky, my feet began to cramp from crossing the room back and forth, back and forth. I finally crawled into bed.


  When the door slid open on well-oiled hinges, I almost cried out in surprise. Slipping into my room on soles of soft leather, Ashhi narrowed her eyes at the wall opposite the bed. At least I knew which set of crevices I needed to worry about. I didn’t speak, unsure whether we were being watched, but rather let her take the lead.


  “The sentries assigned to watch your rooms drank too much wine at dinner,” she said. “Or perhaps it was something in the wine that made them so terribly sleepy. But we don’t have long. I’ve done all I can to reassure you, but now you have to choose: are you going to accept my help, or are we stuck with my father’s plan?”


  I sat up, rubbing the fatigue from my eyes. Curling my toes, I forced the words off my tongue. “If I agree to trust you, would you take a message into the city for me? I just need someone to summon help from Istanik. Or enough commoners to overcome the House guards.”


  Ashhi smiled, a wan expression full of relief. Not triumph. That alone told me I’d made the right decision. But her shoulders soon slumped. “A daughter of House Ulstat or not, I’m as much a prisoner here as you are. The guards have strict instructions forbidding me to leave the grounds. But I haven’t always obeyed. There’s a reason I know the location of the passage into the mine.”


  “Then you’ll take me there?”


  “I will.”


  “When?”


  “It has to be tonight. I can’t risk drugging the spies again.”


  I blinked. Some warning would have been good. But I had little to prepare. I fetched Tyrak from beneath the pillow and shoved him into my sheath. Out of habit, I scanned the room for useful items. But aside from Tyrak and my clothing, everything I owned was back in Istanik. Returning my attention to her, I nodded.


  “The guards?” I asked. “I noticed more sentries in the hall.”


  “Taken care of. The shift captain is loyal to me. He’s relocated them to the outer wall.” Ashhi snuffed the lanterns then shuffled for the door. “Mess up the covers so it looks like you’re sleeping. The spy may wake before dawn.”


  Nodding, I piled the woolen blanket in a heap beneath the thin bedspread. “I want to bring Nyralit with me,” I said as I tiptoed toward her.


  Ashhi paused just inside the door. “We can bring her if you think it’s best. But with both of you missing, it's more likely your absence will be noticed.”


  She had a point, but I wanted Nyralit’s knowledge. It was still worth the risk.


  “She should come,” I said.


  As she stepped into the hallway, Ashhi nodded. “I trust your judgment.”


  When Nyralit answered her door, her brows drew together while she glared at the Ulstat girl in the doorway. I stepped from behind Ashhi and laid a hand on Nyralit’s forearm. “It’s okay. She wants to help us.”


  Nyralit’s lips thinned, but she stepped aside, inviting us in.


  “How fast can you be ready to leave the grounds?” Ashhi asked.


  “As soon as I put on shoes. What’s this about?”


  “Your legend about the Silent Queen’s mine was true,” I said. “Ashhi will take us to the entrance.”


  Ashhi swung the door closed but didn’t latch it. “We don’t have much time. Make it look like you’re asleep.”


  While Nyralit tugged on her silk-embroidered slippers, I hurried around the room, dousing the lanterns. Before joining us at the doorway, Nyralit shoved a pillow under the covers, forming a convincing lump. She nodded and followed us into the hall, but not without casting me a skeptical glance. I understood; no matter what Ashhi had done to prove herself, anxiousness hummed through my nerves.


  Keeping to the edges of the hallway, we followed Ashhi to the rear doors of House Ulstat. The air outside was heavy with smoke, and low clouds now veiled the moon and the stars. A few, high trees were silhouetted by the fire-reddened haze. Bare limbs arched overhead, a tangle of black.


  “All right,” Ashhi said once we’d traveled a couple hundred paces from the house. “We won’t be overheard here.”


  “Lilik, want to explain why we’re trusting her?” Nyralit asked.


  “She doesn’t want to marry Raav, and she understands the danger Mieshk poses,” I explained.


  Though the former strandmistress nodded, she chewed her lower lip and crossed her arms.


  “And you believe her?” she asked.


  “I do.”


  “What’s she done to deserve this trust? She hasn’t helped your family, and she certainly hasn’t refused to go along with the marriage.”


  “I’m trying to help her da and brother,” Ashhi said. “But most of the guards are loyal to my father. Even if I could get that cellar open, what’s next? Your brother has a broken arm, your father doesn’t know how to fight, and I doubt the rest of us would fare very well in hand-to-hand combat against a trained guard. You need to get help.”


  “But what about you?” Nyralit said. “You live on Araok Island. And I doubt your father is threatening to kill someone if you leave your House grounds.”


  “You grew up in a trader family,” Ashhi said, eyes narrowed. “Even if I disobeyed my father and left the compound, do you really think the gutterborn would want to help me?”


  Nyralit shifted her weight to her other hip. Her gaze traveled to the imposing building that was House Ulstat. “I suppose that’s true.”


  “Look,” Ashhi said, “I’m doing what I can. If this doesn’t work, we’ll try something else. But can we move past you thinking of me as Mieshk’s little sister and start working on saving Ioene? My father has changed his schedule. He wants us to leave the day after tomorrow.”


  I stopped short. “When did this happen?”


  “I told you he’d summoned me to a strategy discussion. Apparently, his plan is to evacuate Araok before anyone from Istanik comes to your rescue.”


  A hard lump formed in my throat. Does this mean that Raav would have to decide tomorrow? What about my family? Would Trader Ulstat drag them along to keep his leverage over me, or would he just give up on me—and them—after having failed to assure my docile cooperation?”


  “Why didn’t you say anything sooner?” I asked.


  “Time was short inside. I told you as soon as I finished defending myself from your friend’s accusations.”


  At this, Nyralit rolled her eyes, but she didn’t respond.


  “Listen,” Ashhi said. “I’ll do everything I can to give you time. I can’t promise to keep your family safe if you’re not back by dawn, but I have some ideas. At the very least, I have years of experience dealing with my father.”


  “And if we’re unsuccessful in recruiting help?” Nyralit said.


  “I’d hoped to have more time to work on freeing Lilik’s family, but I’ll wait in the great room for your return. If you can’t gather support and you return before dawn, we can try to free them before most of the guards wake. Or,” she said with an ironic smirk. “You can keep trusting their lives to my father’s honor.”


  “We can work on our plans inside the mine, Nyralit,” I said. “If this is our only chance, we shouldn't waste time.”


  Nyralit dropped her arms to her side. “All right. Let’s go.”


  Ashhi once again took the lead, small feet shushing against the flagstones. She cast her voice over her shoulder as she continued toward the stone wall at the rear of the compound. “I know it’s not much time to organize an attack. But I heard what you did on Istanik. So maybe there's a chance.”


  When we were within ten paces of the wall, Ashhi turned for an unused stable. Although the stonework of the walls remained in decent repair, slate shingles were missing from the roof, and many years of birds’ nests plastered the rafters. After ducking beneath a spider web that covered the upper half of the entrance, we filed along the row of stalls, the wood shrunken and old. Where the last stall should have stood, a staircase descended beneath the stable. It ended at a heavy iron door with a small, barred window in the center. Massive hinges were bolted to solid stone. Though the door was old and rusted, the lock had been recently replaced.


  As I took my first step down the staircase, a shiver traveled my spine. The situation felt off, but I couldn’t be sure why. I glanced at Nyralit and caught her swallowing, eyes darting. My hand fell on Tyrak.


  From the pocket of her tailored jacket, Ashhi pulled out the key. I looked at it, faintly nervous. I hadn’t expected the entrance to have a door, and especially not a lock.


  As Ashhi opened the door, I shared a glance with Nyralit.


  “We’ll keep the key,” the former strandmistress said.


  Ashhi ignored her and lifted a lantern and a small leather bag from a hook. She pulled a flint from the bag and struck a flame onto the lantern’s wick. After turning up the light, she extended her hand into the passage beyond the door, casting a cheery orange glow on the hewn stone.


  “The key?” I asked.


  Ashhi shook her head. “There’s just one, and I stole it from my father. He might not notice it missing before dawn, but if he does, this whole plan is ruined. Your family dies, Raav and I get married at sunrise, and my father sends his guards into the city with orders to bring you to the gallows.”


  She held the lantern out to me. I bit the inside of my cheek, uncertainty tearing me apart.


  “Just go,” she said, frustrated now. “I won't lock it, but don’t you see that I’m in as much danger over this is you are? The longer we stand here, the worse our chances get.”


  Finally, I sighed. I took the handle of the lantern and stepped into the dark passage. After a moment’s hesitation, Nyralit followed.


  The door clanged shut behind us, sealing us into the echoing stone tunnel. Abruptly, I felt a surge of unease and spun toward the window. Our lantern’s glow fell on Ashhi’s face as she peered back at us. After a moment, she grinned. From within the door, I heard the click of tumblers falling into place.


  “I believe you gutterborn have a saying,” she said. “Never trust a trader.”


  Nyralit slammed her shoulder against the door as I yanked Tyrak from his sheath. Ashhi laughed.


  “I think I’ll quite enjoy my new husband,” she said. “Handsome, isn’t he?”


  Before I could respond, she turned and stalked up the stairs, hips swaying.
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  My throat hurt from screaming, and the meaty parts of my fists were bruised from pounding the iron door. Still, I kicked at the metal and yanked on the bars of the window. Once again, I ran my hand down the edge of the door, wishing for a keyhole. But the only access to the lock was from outside. Behind me, Nyralit sat on the floor, elbows on knees and head cradled in her hands.


  Lilik, Tyrak said gently. It’s no use.


  “He’ll kill my family, Tyrak,” I said aloud.


  If you’re still standing here at dawn, pounding on a locked door and screaming in the basement of a building that hasn’t been used for decades, yes, your family will be hurt. Or worse. So do something. Move on.


  “I should’ve been more suspicious,” Nyralit said. “I knew Ashhi’s grandmother before she died. The woman could charm the skin off a snake, only to force it to eat its own young.”


  Tell her we all missed it, Tyrak said.


  “Tyrak said she had us all fooled,” I said.


  “Even so, I’m the only trader among us. I know how they think. Specifically, I know how the Ulstats think.”


  “It wasn’t your fault, Nyralit.” I leaned my forehead against the door. “I don’t even think it was my fault. She did everything right. I gave her the idea by asking the healer about the passage, but I’m sure she would have found another way to get rid of us.”


  Nyralit tugged at her hair. “I wonder why she didn’t offer to just sneak us past the gate.”


  “This way, not even the guards know where we are.”


  But she also knows there’s a way out, Tyrak said. Most likely, it’s much harder to get out of here than she claimed. If I were in her position, though, I’d make sure you didn’t get out of this mine. At least one guard is directly loyal to her . . .


  My hand fell to the dagger. “We need to go, Nyralit. And carefully.”


  Nyralit looked up at me, smoothing her silks over the knobs of her knees. “What happens after we get out? We can’t organize a resistance before dawn. Ashhi played on our panic upon hearing her father had rescheduled the departure. And we can’t just fight our way back through the gate and pretend we never left.”


  “We’ve beaten the Ulstats twice before, right?” I said, pasting on an expression that wasn’t quite a smile but wasn’t a frown either.


  That’s my girl, Tyrak said. Keep repeating it, and eventually you’ll believe it too.


  With a nod and a heavy sigh, Nyralit stood and peered down the tunnel. Grabbing the lantern, I stepped out in front, my footfalls echoing off the stone walls. As I walked, I felt the distance from my family grow.


  Because the tunnel had been dug to provide access to an existing mine, the corridor ran straight. The only rooms opening off it looked like they might have been quarters for the prison guards. As we descended deeper beneath the earth, the walls grew damp, and water flowed in steady trickles to pool on the floor. Nyralit’s slippers were soon soaked, the colors of the embroidery running and staining the surrounding fabric. In her layers of silk, I knew she must be cold—I saw her shiver more than once—but she said nothing of it and didn’t mention her sodden feet.


  Finally, we reached the junction where the access tunnel met the mine. My heart sank. I’d hoped that we’d find a sloped corridor, something to indicate which direction we needed to turn to reach the surface. Unfortunately, the access tunnel opened into a large chamber, flat-floored, with half a dozen passages leading out. With the lantern held high, I shuffled into the chamber and squinted at the darkened openings.


  To my right, the tunnels’ mouths appeared rougher, coarsely hewn from the rock. Did that mean they’d seen less traffic? I assumed that the upper reaches of the mine had been excavated with more care. Then again, during the period the mine served as a prison, the deeper tunnels might have been widened and smoothed. I swallowed, realizing I had no idea how deep the system of tunnels went. Even if we tried to explore the passages in a methodical way, it could take days to travel every tunnel.


  “I think we should just pick one unless you have a better idea,” I said to Nyralit.


  She shrugged. “I’ll follow you.”


  I tried to imagine the terrain above our heads. The exit to the mine wouldn’t be in the middle of Ilaraok, but it would likely be near the edge. Unless I’d gotten turned around, it seemed the city lay to our right. I started for the smoothest of the entrances leading in that direction.


  At the sudden hiss of metal sliding through leather, my heart vaulted into my throat. I slapped my hand onto Tyrak’s hilt, yanked the dagger free, and whirled. Nyralit looked as startled as I felt, one hand over her breastbone, the other curled into a fist as she pressed her back against the wall. I backpedaled to her side and set the lantern on the floor. Eyes roving, I strained to pick details from the dark mouths of the tunnels.


  Moments later, a woman in leather armor stepped from a corridor directly opposite us, followed by a pair of men with gleaming eyes and glinting gems in their earlobes. They raised weapons, the blades well-kept and oiled.


  


  Chapter Thirteen


   


   


  THE WOMAN STEPPED forward, her dark hair pulled back in a braid at the nape of her neck. The hardened leather of her armor did nothing to disguise the strength in her arms. She raised her chin and looked down her nose at us.


  I swallowed, not feeling good about the odds.


  “You don’t have to do this,” I said. “Ashhi can’t pay you as much as I can.” It was a total bluff, but I didn’t see what I had to lose. If Ashhi had used House guards, the offer of money wouldn’t mean much. But the lack of sigils on these people’s armor told me they were mercenaries. Probably hired just today from some Ilaraok back alley.


  The woman appeared off-balanced by my comment. “Am I to understand you want to buy your way past us?”


  Behind her, a man raised his short sword and stepped in my direction. My hand landed on Tyrak.


  “I’ll add something from my coffers as well,” Nyralit added. “Ashhi is neither heir nor prime. And her father knows nothing of her plans.”


  “Any idea what these traders are talking about, boys?” the woman asked. She made a point of rubbing her knuckles on the front of her armor, polishing the brass that covered them. “Because as far as I can tell, we’ve got some friends of the Ulstats ruining their shoes in our territory.” She glanced at Nyralit’s feet.


  My gaze shot to Nyralit. Were these not, actually, fighters sent by Ashhi? More likely, the woman was toying with us.


  “If it matters to you,” I said, “neither of us is a trader. I’m gutterborn. If you’re an honest Kiriilti Islander, how can you take a trader’s side over a commoner?”


  The woman laughed. “That’s funny. I haven’t been called an honest Kiriilti since . . . Well, never.”


  “What can we offer to convince you not to hand us over?” Nyralit asked.


  “Hand you over? Don’t know why you think I’d bother to ransom you. The fact is, you found your way down here. By your clothing, I know you’re with the Ulstats. So frankly, I can’t let you back to the surface no matter what you offer. Because Trader Ulstat cannot know we’re here.”


  “Listen,” I said. “We aren’t traders. We aren’t friends of the Ulstats. And if Ashhi sent you, please understand that she speaks only lies.”


  I’m pretty sure Ashhi didn’t send these people, Tyrak said.


  Agreed. But if she did, there’s still a chance we can turn them. I can’t imagine anyone loves the Ulstats.


  “If you’re trying to confuse me, I’d say you’re doing a decent job,” the woman said with an eyebrow raised. “But it won't help you get out of here.”


  “Listen, I don’t want to hurt anyone.” I raised Tyrak, prompting a laugh from one of the men. Okay, maybe I wasn’t in a position to make threats. But I was running out of ideas.


  “Like I said . . .” the woman said. “House Ulstat hasn’t discovered our presence in the last ten years we’ve called this place home, and I don’t see that we should change that now. The question is, what do we do with you?”


  Nyralit stepped from the wall. “Why do you assume we’re enemies?”


  The woman’s glare shot to Nyralit, shutting down her protest. “Do you think I’m stupid?”


  Nyralit shook her head. “Obviously not, especially if you’ve lived beneath the Ulstats’ feet for this long. But if you weren’t hired by Ashhi Ulstat, we’re on the same side.”


  One of the men leaned to the woman’s ear, speaking in a false whisper. “Might be fun to watch the young one try to fight.”


  “But combat is so barbaric,” the woman said. “Let’s just grab them. We’ll talk this over somewhere where we’re less . . . exposed.”


  I don’t think she’s going to give you directions to the surface, Tyrak said.


  Doesn’t seem that way, I returned.


  Ready? he asked, slipping the bounds of the dagger and wrapping his body around mine.


  Ready.


  We sprang. The woman was clearly the leader, so I fixed my gaze on her throat. In three long strides, I crossed the chamber, Tyrak’s energy joining mine. The henchmen had no time to react; only the woman was quick enough to raise a defense. Her brass knuckles caught me in the solar plexus, forcing the air from my lungs as my knee connected with her hip.


  The woman spun, deftly avoiding a slash of my blade. When my dagger caught empty air, I overbalanced and stumbled forward. Tossing out my free hand, I pushed off the wall and recovered, spinning to face her.


  The woman smirked. “Surprising agility for a trader.”


  I shook my head. There was no point in arguing, and conversation would only distract me.


  Having finally recovered from their shock at my sudden attack, the henchmen stepped forward to bracket the woman. I sidestepped, attempting to reach their flank. I couldn't fight all three at once, but if I figured out a diversion, I might still have a chance.


  Tyrak’s breath flowed through me, making me more graceful, more fluid than I could ever be alone. Left foot crossing in front of my right, I kept circling.


  Motion from the wall caught my eye just before a tongue of flame spilled across the chamber. Nyralit held the lantern at the base of a trail of lamp oil she’d splashed across the floor.


  The woman was too smart for the distraction, but the henchmen spun to look. I leaped, my foot landing in the crook of one of the men’s elbows, and used the foothold to leap at the woman’s shoulders. She got her knuckles up to block, and swung her free arm, loosing a throwing knife that whizzed past my ear.


  Her fist took me in the shoulder while my thigh hit her chest at an angle. We spun together, tumbling to the floor in a tangle. She grabbed my forearm in a grip as strong as a sailor’s. Tyrak shoved his strength into me, but it wasn’t enough. I wouldn't win against her while grappling.


  Twisting, I managed to free my arm and scramble away, but my retreat gave the woman an opening. She grabbed me from behind, wrapping her strong arm around my throat and squeezing. I jammed the butt end of my dagger into her thigh, prompting a grunt when I hit a nerve. Her grip loosened, and I dropped beneath the circle of her arm, following the motion with a bear-fisted uppercut to her chin.


  She reeled, and I got the edge of my blade at her throat just before a henchman laid a hand on my shoulder.


  “Touch me and she dies,” I said through gritted teeth.


  The blaze lit by Nyralit died, plunging us into darkness for a moment. I heard the rustle of clothing, the thud of an approaching footstep. I pressed my blade harder against the woman’s windpipe.


  “No closer,” she squeaked.


  The footsteps stopped.


  “Do we have another light, Nyralit?”


  “I don’t think so,” she responded. “Lilik . . . look.”


  Scanning the room, I spotted the glow coming from one of the tunnels. Moments later, a dozen people spilled from the corridor, weapons drawn. At the rear, a pair of young boys carried torches. Upon taking in the scene, the men in front snarled.


  “Your leader will escort us out of here,” I informed them.


  Something seemed to pass between my captive and the men leading the band of newcomers. One of them nodded.


  “Sorry,” he said, “can’t let that happen.”


  “Then she dies,” I said.


  “Suit yourself. As long as you’re happy to be flayed alive afterward. Your friend, too.” His gaze flicked to Nyralit. My heart sank when I saw one of the newcomers, a woman, step forward with a rapier pointed at my friend’s heart.


  There’s no way we’ll get the advantage here, Tyrak said.


  Disgusted, I removed my dagger from the woman’s throat, sheathed it, and held up my hands.


  Rubbing her throat, the woman turned on me. “Well fought,” she said, honesty clear in her voice. “Unfortunately, I had the advantage in the end.” She glanced at my waist. “A nice blade. I think I’ll borrow it.”


  When she plucked Tyrak from my belt, I leaped for her and snared her wrist. In response, she gestured at the woman threatening Nyralit. The point of the rapier caught on Nyralit’s silks. I released my grip.


  “Years of smuggling and thieving, yet I’ve never owned a nightforged weapon,” she said.


  Smugglers . . . Maybe Ashhi had known they were down here all along. Maybe that had been her plan. Or maybe we’d just been unlucky.


  “You’ve made a mistake,” I said. “I swear we’re not who you think.”


  The woman rolled her eyes. “Of course you’re not,” she sneered. “I can tell by the fine cut of your clothing, your nightforged blade, your friend’s baby-soft skin . . .”


  Rough hands grabbed me. I threw my weight against the iron grips of my captors, but it did no good. A stiff rope wrapped my wrists; when the knot cinched tight, my bones ground together. From the gathered band, a pair of women shoved forward and grabbed my lower legs while someone else jabbed hands into my armpits. Together they lifted me from the ground. As I craned my neck, I saw others carrying Nyralit, somewhat more gently.


  I kept struggling, though I knew it would do no good. At this point, I couldn’t even remember which tunnel we’d come from. What time was it? I didn’t think Ashhi would alert her father until dawn because it would raise questions about why she’d been prowling around our rooms after dark. But once the sun rose, Trader Ulstat would surely carry out his threat.


  As the rogues took me deeper into the mine, I tried to keep track of the twists and turns. But it was no use. I had no idea how we’d get back to House Ulstat before morning.
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  The smugglers dragged us deep into the mine, following a serpentine path through the warren of tunnels. No signs marked the intersections; the thieves knew the route by heart. I, on the other hand, was hopelessly lost.


  Finally, the leader drew a halt outside the entrance to a large chamber. Light spilled from the doorway, the flickering glow dancing on the stone floor of the corridor. Once the whole band had gathered in a clot, the woman turned to address them.


  “Take care of any business you need to address. We’ll convene a meeting shortly.” She gestured with her chin at the smugglers holding Nyralit and me. “Bring them with me.”


  I stumbled as hands shoved me forward, but when I entered the chamber, I couldn’t help but gape. Hanging from a vaulted ceiling, half a dozen chandeliers hung from thick iron chains. Not just glass, but real gems scattered the glow of dozens of candles. The room was maybe a hundred paces across, dominated by a massive wooden table set with crystal dishes and goblets and piled high with vases, silver and gold pitchers, odd little statues of stone and crystal and ivory. A hodgepodge of furniture cluttered the edges of the room. Unsavory characters lounged on couches with the woolen stuffing falling out and armchairs upholstered in the finest velvet. Set upon a wooden platform, pillows and cushions piled high on a giant chair that looked more like a throne. In a small circle around it, lamps burned oils that produced a blue flame, painting the surrounding area in a watery hue.


  In one corner, half a dozen smugglers sat on cushions around a low table. Incense burned in an ornate censer placed in the center of the table. They were playing a game with dice, growling and cheering over the throws and drinking from earthenware mugs with every toss.


  Maybe three dozen thieves were in the chamber, including those who’d returned with the party that had captured us. A few doors opened off the main room—more smugglers were likely inside the side chambers.


  “As you can see,” the woman said, “we have quite an operation here.”


  She turned and called to a small group of thieves leaning over a large map. “Daonok, join me please.”


  A slight man dressed in black leather jumped up and trotted over. When he reached our group, he ran his eyes over Nyralit and me. “Who’s this?”


  “That’s a good question. Hold a minute.” The leader walked to the table and plucked an apple from a platter. The crunch when she bit into it echoed off the ceiling.


  The small man, Daonok, waited while she chewed. His dark eyes flicked back and forth between Nyralit and me. I got the sense there was intelligence behind them.


  The woman swallowed her bite. “Found these two in the upper reaches. Wandered out of the tunnel that leads to House Ulstat.”


  Daonok’s eyes narrowed. “Traders,” he spat.


  I shook my head, readying a protest.


  “That’s the interesting thing,” the woman said. “They claim otherwise.”


  The man sneered. “Wouldn’t you deny being a trader if you were ambushed by a band of disreputable characters such as ourselves?”


  I tugged at the rope binding my wrists. No use. “Trader Ulstat is holding my family captive,” I said. “If we don’t get back before dawn, he’ll kill them.”


  “You see?” the woman said. “They have all sorts of stories to tell.” Her face sobered. “You understand why it’s a problem, though.”


  Daonok nodded. “Doesn’t really matter who they are. We knew someone would come wandering out of that tunnel eventually. Should’ve caved it in long ago.”


  The woman gave an ironic smirk. “Seems that way. So much fruit to be plucked from other ports. Was greedy of us to want to keep the opportunity for Ulstat plunder open.”


  I strained against the knot binding my wrists and flinched when a muscle in my shoulder cramped. “I’m running out time,” I begged.


  Bedraggled as she was, when Nyralit drew herself up to her full, elegant height, the thieves stilled and looked at her. “Please give us a chance. I’m Nyralit, strandmistress to the Nocturnai.”


  “And I’m the Silent Queen,” the woman said, grinning. “Though I give you credit. That’s an inventive one. I should remember my manners, though. Ought to have introduced myself before. You can call me Caffari.” She curtsied with a smirk on her face.


  Following her words, I felt a strange scratching at my walls. Not Tyrak—I always left a door open for his contact. I jerked at the touch of the foreign spirit and quickly reinforced my barriers to block it. After my previous experiences with the Araokan aether, I didn’t want to expose myself.


  “So, what do we do with them?” asked the rough man who had a grip on my upper arm. He’d been casting a few longing glances at the game of dice.


  Caffari quirked her mouth while she scanned the room. She pulled Tyrak from her belt and pointed with the blade toward a side chamber. “Stick them in there while we work this out.”


  At the sight of my dagger, Daonok’s eyes widened. “Nice,” he said with a low whistle.


  Caffari grinned. “Didn’t expect to have such fine pickings right outside our den.” She glanced around the room, sadness stealing over her face. "Will be a shame to leave this place . . .”


  Daonok glared at us when he spoke. “Indeed. You’ve made us a fine home here.”


  With a grunt, my guard shoved me toward the side chamber door. Every time he moved, the smell of leather and blade oil wafted off of him. It reminded me of the mercenary soldiers from Istanik. At least some of these people were seasoned fighters like their leader.


  The hinges squealed when Nyralit’s guard kicked the door open. Rather than shoving her, he laid a gentle hand on her back and nudged her in. I wished my guard would show the same courtesy, but then again, Nyralit hadn’t threatened to slit Caffari’s throat.


  The door thudded shut behind us, trapping us with the scent of damp stone—a seam on the far wall leaked water. The chamber was only about ten paces across, piled high with plunder and supplies. Along one wall, a stack of casks towered above my head. Water? Whiskey? A pile of blankets nested in one corner while—of all things—a leather and wooden saddle had been tossed in another. Polished lapis lazuli decorated the stirrups. Beside it, the wheel from a ship leaned against the wall.


  Standing in the middle of the room, Nyralit shivered. I blinked, remembering how wet her clothing had become. When I laid a hand on her arm, the silks were clammy beneath my palm.


  “Here,” I said, guiding her to the blankets. “You need to get warm.”


  I dug my toe through the pile, checking for rats. Fortunately, the smugglers didn’t seem to like rodents any more than honest people. The blankets smelled clean enough, so I helped Nyralit settle into their midst and draped her with a couple of thick, woolen covers.


  Afterward, I hurried to the door and pressed my ear against it.


  “. . .Can’t stay. It doesn’t mean were leaving for good, but we must behave as if the Ulstats will find this place. Soon. Our lives are more important than our home.” Pitched loudly, Caffari’s voice held a melancholy resolve. “If I were to guess, we have until midmorning. Better to be gone long before. Pack your most cherished trinkets, and we'll cart what we can deeper down. Leave just enough here to make the Ulstats think they found our trove.”


  Grumbles followed her words.


  “Why can't we just kill them? The Ulstats never have to know, right?” someone asked.


  “The prisoners will be dealt with. Don’t think I’ll let someone force us from our home without earning a suitable punishment. But their deaths won't be enough. They entered the mine from House Ulstat. No doubt someone up there knows where they went. When they disappear, a search party will come looking. We can’t run the risk of being discovered. Now get packing.”


  Killed? I glanced at Nyralit. Her eyelids looked heavy. No doubt she was exhausted from the stress and the cold. I’d tell her what I’d just heard after she had a chance to rest. For now, I squeezed the latch. Locked. I ran my hands over the wood, testing its strength. If it were flimsy enough, I might be able to batter my way through with one of those casks. Unfortunately, the wood planks were solid. The hinges were stamped from thick metal with no rust. But the lock had keyholes on both sides of the door. If I could just find a proper tool, I might be able to pick it.


  As I turned from the door, I felt it again, the strange scratching at my walls. Ignoring it, I started pulling things off a shelf. Moldering books, a wooden bucket with a hole in the bottom. I dragged down a small leather case and opened the lid. Inside, combs carved from mother-of-pearl rested on a cushion covered with sleek fur. A small mirror of polished silver lay beside them as well as a pair of long, silver hairpins. Perfect.


  Throwing the case aside, I hurried back to the door and wiggled the first hairpin into the lock. Rushing, I fumbled the other and had to start over. Once I had both worked into the keyhole, I closed my eyes to focus while I wiggled the lower hairpin, feeling around for the mechanism.


  From outside the door, I heard hushed voices. If I wasn’t mistaken, Daonok and Caffari had moved closer and were speaking.


  “I’ll stay behind,” Daonok said. “You can tell them you gave me the task.”


  “Do you agree with this plan? I wonder if I’m being too soft,” Caffari said. “If the others found out, I’d lose their respect. It might even jeopardize my position.”


  “It’s the right choice. There’s enough doubt about their identity. Anyway, they might still starve down here.”


  “There’s nothing we can do about that.”


  “No, not unless we want to risk ourselves,” Daonok said.


  “Don’t wait too long to follow. I need my lieutenant.”


  “Just long enough that the rest believe I had time to hide two bodies.”


  So they weren’t going to kill us? It had just been an act for Caffari to protect her reputation? Shrugging, I went back to my work on the lock. Within the door, I felt the satisfying click as the first pin slid into place.


  While I fished for the next pin, an idea wormed into my thoughts. Caffari didn’t want to kill us. She only cared about protecting her people and her hideout. And the Ulstats threatened both those things. She and I had a shared enemy and no reason to be at odds. If I could just figure out how to make her believe me . . .


  I reached for Tyrak, but I couldn’t feel him. Caffari must’ve moved off. Trying again, I opened myself wider. I expected to feel the wailing torment of Araok’s aether seeping in as my walls thinned, but the sensation beyond my barriers was different. Calm almost. Orderly like it had been when I joined with the Vanished. What was this? Wary—I couldn’t forget the agony of being torn apart—I lowered my walls even further.


  Like a sudden rapping at the door, the strange scratching I’d felt earlier returned, a sudden, insistent probing. But I felt no menace in it. Tentatively, I opened a gap in my wall.


  A presence flowed in, almost as solid as when Tyrak moved beyond the dagger's boundaries. I sensed someone beside me, around me, exuding kindness and wonder.


  Thank the tides, she said inside my mind. I thought I’d never get through.


  Who is this? I said.


  I've sensed you many times over the last few days, but I couldn’t get past the . . . others. The mad ones. Our territory doesn’t reach that far, not unless we want to risk ourselves.


  I don’t understand.


  I’m sorry. I forget to put things in the right order sometimes. First, the introduction. You are Lilik. I’ve heard it whispered from our border, from those brave enough to venture so close.


  I blinked. What was this? What border? Yes . . . And you are?


  It depends on who you ask. Some call me the Silent Queen, though I’m not so silent anymore, am I? But if you prefer, you can call me Leesa.


  


  Chapter Fourteen


   


   


  “NYRALIT,” I SAID, crouching beside her.


  Her eyelids fluttered open. “Hmm . . .?”


  “It’s Leesa Ulstat. She’s here.”


  Jerking upright, Nyralit stared at me. “Here? What?”


  “Her spirit.”


  She blinked and dragged the blanket around her shoulders. The night’s adventures had painted dark circles around her eyes. “Here. In the aether, you mean.”


  “Yes.”


  The haze of sleep evaporated from her face. “The mine. Does she know it well enough to guide us out?”


  It’s . . . Different for me, Leesa said. I don’t perceive the world like I did when alive. I remember the mine, but it's a faded recollection.


  I know, I said. I have . . . I’ve met other spirits.


  Is that why we’re drawn to you so strongly? She asked. Because you’ve met our kind before?


  I thought back to Ioene and my first conversations with the vanished. They’d said I was like a light for them. They felt attracted to my presence, and Paono’s too. On Stanik Island, the nightstrands only responded when I actively reached for them. What was different about Leesa?


  It's because of my channeling ability. I was born with the talent to speak to souls who’ve entered the aether.


  Aether. Your friend used that word, too. That’s how you describe our realm?


  I nodded. Yes. Leesa, I’d heard that you were mute. Did that change with your death?


  I felt a trace of pride in her contact. During life, I had a complicated relationship with my voice. Sometimes I wished to speak but couldn’t. Other times, I knew I could form the words but chose not to. But in death, my voice and I are united in purpose.


  “Lilik?” Nyralit asked.


  “Sorry,” I said. “I was speaking with her.”


  Nyralit nodded. “I figured as much. Can she help us?”


  “We haven’t figured that out yet. But I was wondering . . . Do you know how to pick a lock? I’m close, just a little more jiggering. But it’s hard to feel the mechanism while concentrating on the aether.”


  Nyralit laughed weakly. “If only I’d had such a practical upbringing.”


  I gave her a half smile. It had been worth a try. “I’ll keep working at it.”


  The hairpins still jutted from the keyhole. Gently, so as not to undo the progress I’d made, I pinched each between a thumb and forefinger. Jiggling the upper one, I felt for the small metal parts within the lock.


  You said you sensed me before, but there was a problem with the boundary. What’s that? I asked.


  Our realm is divided. The aether as you would say.


  I felt her watching over my shoulder, a strange sensation. Other than through my connection with Tyrak, my contact with the nightstrands had been limited to thoughts and emotions. I wondered whether I’d ever learn about channeling and the aether like soul priestesses did during Zyri’s time.


  Divided? I asked.


  For us, there’s no real sense of physical place. Our kind are divided into tribes, you might say. The mad and the calm. Hatred against love. We cannot enter their domain without great pain.


  But what are the borders? Not fences. Not walls.


  No. Nothing physical.


  But you said you couldn’t reach me. What stopped you?


  You were with them. Amongst them. In their portion of the realm. It’s hard to describe because we still use the words we knew in our lives, yet our experience is so different.


  Until tonight, though, I was inside House Ulstat and on the grounds. And when I felt the aether, it was full of Ulstat torment.


  As I said, you were amongst them. There was one moment when they tried to . . . it felt like they wanted to shred you. Your light was spilling. So we fought.


  On the night I’d tried to perform a duskweaving and had nearly been shredded by the Ulstat nightstrands, I’d drawn upon a strange calm and had gathered a final burst of strength for my escape. At the time, I’d thought it might have been the distant aurora giving me power. But from what Leesa said, it sounded like my help had come from her domain. I grimaced. My head hurt from trying to understand the new information while I fiddled with the lock.


  The others are mostly dead Ulstats, right? I winced as soon as the words left my mouth and I realized I may have just insulted her.


  It’s okay, she said. I didn’t marry into the family out of love or even affection.


  I know. There are legends about you.


  A strange emotion flowed from the woman. Not pride, but rather satisfaction.


  I’d hoped to do more, she said. I thought I might end the Ulstat line when I didn’t produce an heir. But other branches of the Ulstat family took over the House when my husband died.


  How many are with you? I asked. As we’d spoken, I’d started to hope. After my last experience with duskweaving, the thought of another attempt made my palms slick. But Tyrak had claimed the strands would respond to my need. And right now my need was great.


  A strange silence followed my words as if Leesa had vanished. I nearly fumbled the lock pick but brought my focus back. Another tumbler slid into place.


  Abruptly, my head filled with a choir of spirits. Everyone humming. One hundred. One thousand. I could not count them, but I knew I could ride their song to the highest mountain top. Moments later, they left me alone with my thoughts.


  The Silent Queen returned. It was the easiest way to show you, she said.


  They’re all Araokan? I asked.


  Yes. I summon them. The newly dead find their way to me if their hearts are empty of hatred. But even with the others helping me reach for new spirits, we’ve never been able to bring our domain to other islands.


  So you and the Ulstats . . . Do you fight?


  I suppose you could call it that. We have no bodies. We are already dead. But every day, we try to swell our portion of the realm. We push against them, and sometimes it feels we might be able to extinguish them. We only need enough strong spirits on our side.


  Finally, the last pin slid home, and the lock tumbled over inside the door. We were free.


  And separated from the exit to this mine by thirty or forty experienced criminals, a maze of tunnels, and whatever fighters Ashhi might have sent into this hole.


  Leesa, I said, I’d like to try something. It’s called a duskweaving. Or spiritbinding. I would join your strength to mine. Would the spirits in your domain be willing?


  Before she could answer, the boom of an explosion shook the room beyond the door. Shouts followed, and steel clashed.
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  Flames lit the thieves’ den, leaping at the tablecloth, the furniture, and the clothes of men and women locked in combat. The acrid scent of black powder stung my nose. As I sidestepped around the edge of the chamber, back to the wall, I spotted the scorch marks on the floor. The Ulstat fighters must’ve thrown some sort of containers holding black powder. I squinted into the smoke and flame, searching for the far door. For freedom. My hand fell to my side, reaching for Tyrak.


  I spotted him in Caffari’s hand. The bandit leader danced through the fray, cutting and slashing. One moment, she grabbed a man by the throat while she plunged my dagger into his gut. The next she whirled away and landed an elbow on an attacker’s nose. She sliced one way then switched hands on the hilt, stabbing back into the thigh of an Ulstat man I hadn’t even noticed before he sprang.


  Watching them together, I knew how a true master fought with a nightforged blade. During my previous fights, I’d felt so graceful, so quick. But seeing Caffari, I knew I had only Tyrak to thank. In me, he had a student. In her, a partner. But someday, with enough practice . . .


  A musclebound smuggler ran at me, face red with rage, a dirk in each hand. But he stopped short, whirled to stop an attack from a hulking swordsman with the Ulstat sigil upon his bracer. I ran forward, kicked the Ulstat soldier in the back of the knee. He went down, planted a hand, barely got his arm up to stop a strike from the thief. But the smuggler’s other hand whipped in, scoring a hit and opening a cut on the Ulstat man’s shoulder. Lips in a thin line, the thief’s eyes flicked to mine. He nodded as I backed away, seeking the safety of the wall again. I scanned the room for Nyralit. Couldn’t see her. Couldn’t hear anything but the hungry crackle of fire and the grunt and clash of men and women fighting.


  How can we help? Leesa asked.


  Of course! The spiritbinding. I wasn’t thinking clearly. I glanced back toward the room we’d been locked in and yelled for Nyralit to stay back. With luck, she was still inside.


  I needed to get up above the battle before attempting the duskweaving. Shoving off the wall, I sprinted across the room. Fire licked my legs as I vaulted onto the table. A few quick steps carried me to the center. I kicked off treasures that were piled upon the tabletop, clearing a space.


  All around, fighters were bleeding, falling, grunting, slashing. The Ulstats had come in force, dressed in full armor. Had Ashhi sent this many after just Nyralit and me? Or had a scouting party spotted the operation and sent for help? I supposed it didn’t matter.


  I scooped up a knife from the place setting near my feet and dropped into a crouch, ready to fend off an attacker if I must. Caffari spotted me and sidestepped through the battle.


  “You claimed you weren’t a friend of the Ulstats,” she yelled. “Here’s your chance. Prove it.”


  “It would be easier if I still had my dagger,” I returned.


  She flashed me a smirk and parried another blow. Moments later, the battle swallowed her again. The odds didn’t look good for her band of rogues. The Ulstat fighters outnumbered her smugglers, and they’d had the advantage of surprise. A couple Ulstat guards had fallen, but at least five thieves lay sprawled on the floor, injured or dead.


  Thinning my walls, I reached for the strands. Sounds retreated into a muffled roar. My world became the island of space within three paces. Near my head, a chandelier swung back and forth, candles swooshing through the air, warming my face every time they passed.


  Leesa’s astonishment wrapped me. Your light, she said. Before you were a bonfire. Now you are the sun.


  I opened wider still. My barriers were gone, but I had to go farther, deeper. Lowering the knife to my side, I closed my eyes and fell into the aether. Into the arms of the dead.


  We’re here, Leesa said. You Need us. We feel it.


  My scars burned as my spirit expanded beyond my boundaries. I felt the nightstrands take hold of my inner self, and I imagined gathering our power together.


  It’s like nothing I’ve ever felt, Leesa said, voice full of awe. The joining . . . It’s as if my purpose is fulfilled.


  So why wasn’t anything happening?


  I opened my eyes, felt the power surging through me. I could lift the table. I could pull down the roof of the chamber upon us. I could will my enemy’s heart to tear free from his chest. But nothing was happening. Was my Need not strong enough? My family’s lives were at stake. My best friend was trapped on Ioene. Raav would have to marry another. And Mieshk threatened to break the world. Yet I stood in the middle of the melee, flame nibbling at the edges of the table, and nothing happened.


  I reached for Tyrak, searching the aether for our connection.


  Lilik! Run! he said. This battle is already lost.


  Tyrak, I bound the spirits, but they don’t know how to answer my Need.


  You did what? Are you crazy? Don’t you remember what happened last time?


  It’s different. Different nightstrands. Please tell me what to do because it’s not working.


  I don’t know Lilik. I never learned.


  Lilik . . . Leesa said. Her voice held multitudes, the woven strands making a harmonic chord. We feel your Need. It’s just . . . there are so many paths. We don’t know how to choose.


  Many paths? What did she mean?


  I fell even deeper, and the pain in my scars moved beyond burning to a white-hot numbness.


  Tell me the theory again, I said to Tyrak. About the aether and chance.


  He grunted, and I saw Caffari throw off a man twice her size, using a clever twist to get leverage on him. The aether expresses possibility, he said. There are many ways our lives can go, and a spiritbinding uses this net of possible fates to choose the best outcome.


  The strands claim there's a decision.


  I don’t know what it means, Lilik.


  A pair of brawling women shouldered into the table, tilting it on two legs for a moment. I staggered, through my arms wide to catch my balance, cracked a porcelain plate as I stomped on it. But I kept my balance.


  I opened further.


  Like a storm around me, I felt the woven strands, the tumult of raw power. The future opened, unfurling in all directions, but I could make no sense of it. The room spun around me as my potential futures whirled and tilted. I stood on a precipice, and my only choice was to fall.


  A step in any direction would lead to misfortune. How did I know this? Was that why the strands couldn't choose for me?


  You see it . . . the Silent Queen said. Darkness waits on all sides, but if you do nothing, the doom is greater still.


  I did. I saw it. And with fortune whirling around me, I stepped off the spire of possibility.
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  Every flame in the chamber died. Snuffed, as if all air had vanished from the world. In the absolute, inky darkness, my feet lifted from the table. Drifting higher, I spun in a slow circle as my scars flared to life, glowing brightly enough to chase all shadow from the room. Silence filled the chamber.


  After a moment of frozen animation, the Ulstat guards began sliding across the floor. Slipping faster and faster, they stared at their feet in shock, windmilled their arms to keep their balance.


  My scars flared, incandescent, and then bodies flew, slamming into walls. Caffari’s bandits stood rooted as the Ulstat guards crumpled to the floor. The Ulstat fighters moaned, struggled to gain their feet.


  Like the spray of a wave slamming the shore, the power gushed from me, filling the thieves with strength.


  As one, they growled and leaped on the guards. Dagger strikes that might have scratched leather sliced through muscle and bone. A small woman grabbed an Ulstat fighter who looked as heavy as a mule and threw him a dozen paces. Clenched fists crushed windpipes, the Ulstat fighters helpless against the fury.


  It wasn’t a battle. It was a slaughter.


  “Give them a chance to surrender!” I cried out. “House Ulstat is the real enemy. These men and women only followed.”


  My pleas stilled a few hands. Nonetheless, in the time it took to draw a dozen breaths, over two dozen men and women died.


  I released the spiritbinding, and the power fled as quickly as it had rushed to fill me. Darkness swallowed the chamber, a sudden, impenetrable night. I fell from the sky, glanced off the table, and tumbled to the floor.


  Darkness waited on all sides, I thought. This was my choice.


  My vision faded from gray to black to nothing.


  


  Chapter Fifteen


   


   


  “. . . BUT THE MOUNTAIN erupted, and the Evaeni sank.” Nyralit’s voice, heavy with sadness, flowed over me.


  “And they blamed her?” Caffari said.


  I drifted again, buoyed on a dark cloud of memories. I saw flashes of Zyri’s death. Heiklet’s last hours. Raav’s stricken face when he killed for the first time.


  “. . .remarkable,” Caffari was saying.


  “Sometimes I think of her like a daughter,” Nyralit said. “Motherhood was never in my future, but I’d like to imagine I could raise someone like her.”


  Light fell on my face, red through my eyelids. I smelled blood and remembered the streets of Istanik, Waikert and gutterborn and traders fighting and dying.


  I rolled my head to escape the memories. But the smell remained. From one side, dragging sounds were joined by grunts and grumbles.


  “Pikao. He was one of the good ones,” someone said. “Rotted Ulstats.”


  I fluttered my eyes open. Above me, the ceiling swam. Points of light danced. Candles, or were they fireflies? Ridges in the hard stone floor pressed into my back. The rock was warm. The fires . . . Images of the battle came back to me. I tried to move, but my arms and legs were made of wet gravel. So heavy. My tongue was too large for my mouth, and my words piled up behind it.


  More dragging sounds, farther away this time. The bodies. At once, the guilt covered me, pushing me down, a cold, wet blanket. So many dead because of me. It might as well have been by my hand.


  Darkness waits on all sides, but if you do nothing, the doom is greater still. Leesa Ulstat’s words echoed in my mind. My Need had demanded these deaths. How could I face that? How could I accept that there’d been no better choice?


  Rolling my head, I tried again to speak. Only a moan escaped my lips.


  “Nyralit! She’s awake.”


  I swiveled my eyes and saw Daonok crouching on his heels, staring at me with a knit brow. Moments later, slippers whispered over the floor and Nyralit was on her knees beside me. She clutched my hand in hers, her warm, soft skin wrapping mine.


  Hurried footsteps approached from the other side. Caffari grabbed my other hand, her work-hardened palm rough against my skin. She pried my fingers open and laid Tyrak into my grasp. A surge of encouragement flowed from Tyrak into my heart.


  “Tyrak,” I finally whispered.


  I caught Caffari’s eyes, and her mouth twisted in an ironic smile. “My own nightforged blade . . . I guess it was too much to hope.”


  The effort to keep my eyes open exhausted me. Once again I felt darkness pulling at me, small hands reaching from the void and tugging. So many urging me down. I closed my eyes.


  “Lilik,” Nyralit said, squeezing my hand.


  Tyrak added his energy to mine, his strength sizzling where it contacted the grasping hands of fatigue. Swallowing, I dragged my eyes open again.


  “What did you do?” Nyralit asked. “You flew . . .”


  I tried to sit up, clenching my stomach and sending a fresh wave of black tunneling down over my sight. “Help. Sit,” I squeaked.


  Daonok jumped forward, working his hands beneath my shoulders and gently nudging me upright. The world spun, but I planted my hands and locked my elbows.


  Nyralit hadn’t been on Stanik Island during the siege or the final battle. She knew nothing about my duskweaving ability. I licked my lips, wanting to tell her, but I was just too tired.


  “I’ll explain later. Too weak. My spirit . . . It needs to heal.”


  My vision slowly sharpened, the blur at the edge of the room resolving into blackened furniture, overturned barrels, grim-faced smugglers shoving belongings into trunks and backpacks and crates. As they worked, they glanced at me with a mix of apprehension and awe.


  “How long was I out?”


  “An hour. Maybe less,” Nyralit whispered. “We have time still before dawn. But not much.”


  The reminder of my family’s plight was an icy spike through my breastbone. “Need to stand. Help me.”


  “You should keep resting. We—”


  I shot Nyralit a sharp gaze that cut her off. Lips pressed together, she nodded and supported me by the elbow and wrist. Daonok took the other side, and together they heaved me upright. I staggered, and they caught me.


  “Wait,” Caffari said, dragging over a chair.


  I shook my head, refusing to sit. But I laid a hand on the chair’s back to help steady my balance.


  Tyrak, I said. I need your strength. As much as you can give.


  At once, he melded with me. His heart beat within mine, and our breath drew life-giving air. My mind awakened as energy flowed through my body. I felt my spirit begin to knit back together. I was strong enough to say what I needed now.


  I looked at Caffari as I spoke. “I told you the truth when I said I’m not a trader. I’m a gutterborn from the slums of Istanik, turned nightcaller of the Nocturnai, turned soul priestess of Ioene. My name is Lilik Boket, and I led the resistance against the Trader Council in Istanik. And if I don’t get out of this mine before dawn, Trader Ulstat will kill my family.”


  “You needn’t say anything more,” she said. “I—we believe you.” Her gaze roved over her band, scattered about the room. One by one, the smugglers abandoned their work and drifted over, forming a loose crowd around me.


  “You saw what I can do,” I said.


  Nervous shifting followed my words, the thieves’ discomfort obvious in their fidgeting feet, the way thumbs rubbed the pommels of their weapons.


  “I won’t harm you,” I said. “No matter whether you help me or not. But I’d like your help. My powers may be frightening, but Mieshk Ulstat has gained abilities that are absolutely terrifying. She’s far away on Ioene right now, but unchecked, she’ll destroy the Kiriilt Islands. The waves striking the shores right now are just the beginning. I don’t know if I can stop her, but I have to try. Tonight, though, all I want is to save my da and my little brother, Jaret. I need to get back to House Ulstat before the sun rises. And when I do, I want to ruin the Ulstats for good.”


  As I finished my speech, my eyes fell on Caffari. She examined her followers, watching their reactions. A good leader, she wouldn’t force them against their will. But when the men and women began to nod, wrapping fingers around the hilts of their swords, she turned to me, determination on her face.


  “I have some ideas,” she said.
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  Torchlight flickered across the ceilings as we filed through the tunnels. Around forty smugglers in Caffari’s band joined Nyralit and me, escorting ten Ulstat prisoners bound, injured, and limping. A few of Caffari’s thieves had stayed behind to cart the most precious of their treasures deeper into the mine. From what I’d overheard, they’d hurry to a safe house afterward.


  When people spoke, the voices echoed through the passage, the stone walls throwing words back on top of words into a confusing babble. The steady drip, drip of water punctuated our shuffling procession.


  As I walked, Tyrak joined me in placing one foot before the other, shoring up my strength as my spirit healed. Nyralit and Daonok walked behind me, ready to catch me if I slipped. Beside me, Caffari strode with confidence. The regret over abandoning her hideout showed on her face, but she faced it bravely and with a good measure of hope. If we succeeded tonight, House Ulstat would no longer pose a threat. Afterward, their den would be all the more secure.


  She glanced at me sideways and smirked. “You realize that undoing the Trader Council makes our particular occupation rather less lucrative. Not much honor in robbing commoners, and if the traders lose their fortunes, leaves us on dry shores.”


  I hadn’t considered that. “But if there’s no trader class then—”


  Her grin cut me off. “I was only teasing you. The fact is, any one of us would be happy to make an honest living, but we haven’t felt able under Council rule.”


  “You know,” I said. “If you come with me to Ioene, there’ll be plenty of riches to go around.”


  Nyralit laughed quietly. “Always trying to turn things her way,” she said with pride in her voice. “Should’ve been born a trader.”


  “Fact is, we lost good friends tonight,” Caffari said. “After we help you in this, we’ll be off licking our wounds for a while.”


  I nodded. I couldn’t blame her, though her sword would be welcome against Mieshk.


  “What made you become a thief?” I asked.


  When she looked at me, her eyes gleamed. “Thinking of taking up the trade?”


  I like this particular rogue, Tyrak said.


  “It’s just . . . You don’t seem the ruthless type.”


  “Well,” Caffari said. “You haven’t seen me at my worst. As it happens, I’ve never known another life. I was born aboard a smuggling vessel.”


  “Your parents were pirates?” I asked.


  She laughed. “My mother was, but as for my father, I couldn’t say. Never knew him.”


  “Did he die when you were too young to remember?”


  She shook her head. “My mother wasn’t the type to marry. He'd vanished by the time I was born.”


  “What drew her to the . . . trade?” I asked.


  Caffari’s eyes grew distant as she stared into the tunnel ahead. “She was an Outer Islander by birth. Lived in one of those little scrappy villages until she was eighteen. She worked the docks, helping bring in the catch, and one day a foreign captain tied up. Villages in the Outer Isles could rarely support a tavern or boarding house, so when foreigners or traders wished to stay the night, village families put them up for a price. This man stayed with my mother’s family. After her parents were abed, he came to her room and told her stories. Tales of faraway places like the Eshkinesh Reef, the Jalakyrisi Spicelands. He’d even anchored in the Waikert Archipelago. The next morning, she packed her bags and sailed with him.”


  “And he was a smuggler?” I asked.


  Caffari smirked. “No, just a scoundrel. When she refused his romantic advances, he left her in a port on the east coast of Reknarish. She worked her way along the coast, from port to port, mending fishing nets and working decks on those ships that would have her. And then she met Captain Sulek. An old woman even then, but she offered my mother a permanent place among her crew. The ship’s name was the Sunset. I was born aboard her . . .” A flash of sorrow crossed Caffari’s face. “And my mother died aboard her, too. A storm. She took a knock to the head, never woke again.”


  “I’m so sorry,” I said.


  Caffari nodded her thanks. “At any rate, when Captain Sulek finally retired—she must’ve been ninety if you can imagine—she gave me the ship. I was sixteen.”


  “You still sail her?” I asked.


  She nodded. “She’s among my fleet, but I’ve renamed her. Wanted to build my own reputation, not rely on my captain’s.”


  “What name did you choose?” I asked.


  She smirked. “I could tell you, but then I could never let you leave this mine,” she said with a wink. “Last thing I need is a bunch of do-gooders on the lookout for my vessel.”


  Tyrak chuckled inside my mind.


  Ahead, the corridor emptied into the larger cavern which I recognized from our first scuffle.


  Caffari gestured with her chin. “Up there is where we part ways,” she said. “I’m sending a dozen of my best with you. I wish you luck, Lilik Boket. I don’t imagine we’ll meet again.”
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  I sighed in relief when I pressed my face to the barred window and saw night’s darkness outside the mine. We weren’t too late. Yet. Behind me, the dozen smugglers Caffari had chosen moved on silent feet, coming to a halt in a small huddle a few paces from the door. Nyralit glided up beside me and leaned close to my ear.


  “I was worried we’d find another surprise from Ashhi. Fortunately, the Ulstats are arrogant even by trader status.”


  “I hope they’re arrogant enough to let Caffari’s friend through the front gate in the middle of the night,” I said.


  “The woman might be a smuggler, but she has her own particular notion of integrity. I doubt she’d risk your family if she didn’t think this plan would work.”


  “I hope you’re right.”


  I swallowed and turned to the band of smugglers. Daonok stepped forward. “Good?”


  “So far. How long before Caffari’s friend arrives with your man?”


  “Depends whether the friend was asleep or drunk or both. If she’d been in the whiskey, Caffari will have to pour water down her throat. Probably drag her to the beach, let the waves slap her around a bit, too.” He paused and glanced toward the window. “Don’t worry, though. Caffari knows you don’t have long, and frankly, none of us is fond of working in daylight.”


  Plus, the longer it took, the more Ulstat soldiers filtered into Ilaraok, arriving from the remote strongholds in answer to Trader Ulstat’s summons. I leaned against the wall and sank to a seat, closing my eyes. With Tyrak’s help, my spirit felt nearly renewed, but the fatigue of a long, sleepless night pulled at me, too. I let my mind wander as we waited, not to the plans ahead, but to Ioene. Was Paono still safe? Had he found friends, or was he still alone in the dark, the only thing standing between Mieshk and cataclysm?


  I must’ve drifted off because the sound of rattling metal dragged me from my doze. I jumped up and dashed to the window. Upon the stairs beyond, a woman dressed in the livery of an Ulstat maidservant stood at the shoulder of one of Caffari’s smugglers. Tongue stuck in the corner of his mouth, the thief’s eyes closed in concentration as he jiggled his lock picks in the innards of the door.


  Some of the tension left my shoulders; the first part of the plan had worked. Noticing my attention on her face, the maidservant looked over her shoulder. She had good reason to be nervous. If Trader Ulstat discovered that one of his servants had ties to a smugglers’ ring, and worse, that she’d helped one of Caffari’s thieves sneak past the gate guards, I doubted the maid would get a trial. Where there was one hidden cellar, surely there were more.


  With a loud click, the lock disengaged. The heavy door swung open on rusty hinges, the squeal making me cringe. But my hour of screaming hadn’t brought help, so I didn’t think the noise would wake the household.


  As we exited the passage, Daonok followed Nyralit and me while the other thieves split off to take positions near the perimeter of the grounds. For now, they would hide. As soon as Daonok signaled that we’d freed my family, collected Raav, and retreated to the mine, they’d be free to creep about the manor and grounds and pilfer whatever goods they could easily snatch and carry. Of course, they also served as a final line of defense. If things went wrong, they’d close in over our retreat, meeting any counter-attack by the Ulstat guards.


  As we crept through the grounds, the chirring of a few night insects louder than our careful footsteps, I spied the shadows of thieves melting into the greater darkness at the edge of the grounds.


  “All right, we’re close enough for voices to carry. No talking from here forward,” Daonok whispered.


  Fortunately, the hinges on the back doors to House Ulstat were well oiled. The doors swung open without a sound. A draft of mild air, scented with a hint of perfumed lamp oil warmed my face. The inside of the house was unlit, the shadows heavy. Though my barriers felt like steel between my mind and the aether, I couldn’t help thinking of the madness surrounding me.


  Swallowing, I stepped into House Ulstat, Nyralit on my heels. My companions moved so soundlessly that if not for the quiet hiss of their breathing, I would think I was alone.


  All was silent until we reached the kitchens. A few paces away from the doorway, I smelled the morning’s bread baking. As we drew nearer, the baker’s tuneless humming drifted into the hall. Warm glow spilled from the archway.


  I stopped short; we hadn’t expected someone to be working this early. What now? I looked at my companions, conveying my question with my eyes.


  Daonok shrugged. It wasn’t as if we could just stop now. He gestured toward the door, indicating that we should proceed as planned. We’d agreed to avoid violence when possible, even against the guards. Surely an innocent servant wouldn’t force us to hurt her.


  Nodding, Nyralit placed her back against the wall. As planned, she would stand guard. If someone appeared in the hallway, she'd start up a conversation about insomnia and Araokan cures, speaking loudly to warn us. Provided nothing like that went awry, we’d finish in the cellar and head to the mine with da and Jaret, while Nyralit hurried to Raav’s room to collect him.


  With Tyrak clasped tight in my hand, I slipped into the short corridor separating the hallway from the kitchen. Daonok followed, keeping a few paces distance between us. With luck, the guards protecting the cellar would be startled by my appearance. I just needed to distract them for a moment. Daonok claimed he had many techniques for rendering someone unconscious—I’d seen too much blood tonight already.


  At the end of the corridor, I stood straight and sauntered into the kitchen. “Something smells delicious. Is it ready? I haven’t had fresh bread in days.”


  Rolling pin in hand, the baker stared at me. She glanced at the guards bracketing the pantry door. Their hands fell to their swords, fierce expressions landing on their faces. Over the last hour, I’d had doubts about the cellar’s location. I’d seen guards beside the pantry door before, but I’d started to worry they’d been planted to help Ashhi perfect her trap. The aggressive response of the guards washed away my concern. My family was here.


  “No breakfast until sunup,” the baker mumbled, her stare traveling to my drawn weapon.


  Also noticing my blade, a guard burst into action. His sword sang as the long steel blade exited the sheath. Like a black raptor streaking down on its prey, Daonok sprang from the corridor, leaped onto the flour-covered counter and launched through the air to land on the man’s chest. With the butt end of his rapier, the smuggler knocked the guard on the temple. Trader Ulstat’s man crumpled, boneless, to the kitchen floor. Before the man finished falling, Daonok was airborne again, launching a kick for the remaining guard’s solar plexus. The air left the other man’s lungs in a wheezing gust before Daonok got an arm wrapped around his throat. Squeezing, he kept the guard from drawing breath.


  The rolling pin hit the counter with a clatter, and the baker retreated a few paces. Daonok stared pointedly at her, and I realized I’d been standing there like a fool.


  The woman was about to scream. I sprinted over and clamped my hand over her mouth.


  “We won’t hurt you, but you have to be quiet,” I whispered.


  At the edge of my vision, I spotted Nyralit peering into the kitchen. I nodded to let her know we were okay. Though I hated to do it, I pressed the point of my dagger against the woman’s belly. “Just to be sure you don’t yell.”


  I pivoted for a better view of the room. Daonok had downed the second guard, and as I nudged the baker forward, I removed my small knapsack and pulled out a ball of silken rope. Daonok accepted it and fastened the guards’ wrists together. Next, he scurried to a shelf, snatched a pair of tea towels, and shoved them between the guards’ lips. Quick knots secured the gags.


  Daonok squeezed the latch for the pantry. The door opened silently, and the square of light falling from the kitchen exposed the hatch protecting the cellar.


  “Check the guards' pockets for keys,” I whispered. “I’m sure they’re still chained.” I had one of Caffari’s hacksaws in my knapsack, but it would be slow work to cut through the iron links imprisoning my family.


  The baker raised her hands. “Keyring is hanging on a hook behind the flour cask. Please don’t hurt me. I needed work. Got a little girl at home and no way to pay the defense tax otherwise.”


  I backed my dagger a short distance from her belly. “You’ll join us while we escape—can’t have you calling the guards—but after that, I’ll release you unharmed.”


  “Trader Ulstat will have my head for letting you take the prisoners,” she said.


  I hadn’t thought about that. But she didn’t need to worry. “Soon, House Ulstat won’t be punishing anyone. And you won’t need to pay the defense tax either.”


  She pressed her lips together, skepticism clear on her face. But she said nothing else.


  Daonok had fetched the keyring from its hiding spot. Nodding at me, he threw the hatch open, revealing darkness beneath.


  “Da,” I whispered. “I’m coming.”


  I handed the woman over to Daonok who laid his rapier against her neck. I winced; after he’d chosen to disable the guards, I didn’t think he’d hurt the baker. I still didn’t like the sight of his bared steel.


  Losing time, Lilik, Tyrak said.


  Right. I grabbed a lantern from a wall hook outside the pantry door and probed with my foot until I found the first step of the cellar’s ladder. As I climbed down, the air grew damper, mustier, smelling of the packed-earth floor of the room. Heart thumping, I jumped down the last couple steps and held the lantern high.


  The sight of my family stole my breath. Huddled miserably in the corner of the cellar, they leaned against each other for warmth. My father and brother looked up at me with dull eyes. Da tried to raise his shackled hands, but the weight of the cuffs and chains pulled them back to his lap.


  “Lilik . . .” he rasped.


  I sprinted forward with the keyring, flipped through until I found a key that fit. It clicked as it rattled against the lock, finally slipping into the keyhole. Da groaned when I twisted the key, and the cuffs fell away. I turned my attention to Jaret, who sat with eyes half-lidded and face pale. I grabbed his chin and lifted it, and still he scarcely reacted.


  “Did they feed you Da? Give you water?”


  My father shook his head, a movement so small it was almost imperceptible. At the thought of my family locked in a dark basement, starving and weak with thirst, anger flooded my body. All night, I’d struggled to stay calm and clear-headed. Now I yearned to rush into Trader Ulstat’s bedchamber and plunge Tyrak into his heart.


  Jaw clenched, I unfastened the shackles on their ankles and tried to rub some life into their lower legs. My father groaned while Jaret lifted his hand for an instant before letting it fall. Sometime in the last couple of days, the sling that had supported his broken arm had disappeared. Gently, I felt along the length of the limb. Nothing felt crooked, but I was no healer.


  “You have to get up. We're escaping.”


  Da swallowed, his head lolling on his neck. “Can’t . . .”


  “You don’t have a choice, Da. It’s this or we die.”


  With an agonizing slowness that shredded my heart, my father planted his hands on the wall behind him and shoved up to stand. Jaw set, he staggered for the ladder.


  “Jaret?” I laid my hand against his cheek, staring into his eyes. My brother didn’t respond.


  Five years ago, I would have slung him over my shoulder. But now Jaret weighed as much as me. I focused my awareness on the barrier between my mind and the aether, probing for a friendly presence on the opposite side. Only madness and anger lurked beyond. After extending beyond my physical boundaries once tonight, I didn’t think I could withstand another attempt. At least not with malevolent spirits waiting for me. And Tyrak had spent his reserves propping me up.


  Gritting my teeth, I wrapped an arm behind Jaret’s back and another beneath the crooks of his knees. With a grunt, I managed to pick him up, nearly falling in the process. Planting one foot before the other, I tramped toward the ladder.


  “Daonok. We have to carry him,” I hissed up at the opening.


  The thief leaned over the ladder and nodded. “Your Da can watch our friend up here. Gonna take two of us to lift him up the ladder.”


  “You two are skinnier than pieces of cooking twine,” the baker said as she shouldered Daonok aside. “I’ll carry that young man up in one arm.”


  As if unconcerned about Daonok’s rapier or my dagger, the woman stomped down the ladder, huffing as she came and unfazed by the steep drop. True to her word, she wrapped Jaret in one arm, rather more gently than I expected, and carried him up into the pantry. Daonok caught my eye and shrugged.


  I hurried up the ladder and kicked the hatch shut, wincing at the bang. Daonok rolled his eyes. The baker had laid Jaret on the floor against the wall. My brother’s eyes swiveled to track me, but otherwise, he didn’t move.


  “He’s your brother, isn’t he?” the baker asked, “I see the resemblance now. No wonder you’re so determined. We’ll slide the guards into the pantry—that will gain us time.”


  My da shuffled from the pantry and leaned heavily on a counter. He probably didn’t want to sit for fear he wouldn't be able to get back up. As Daonok and the baker dragged the guards out of sight, I laid my hand over his.


  “Never doubted you, little bird,” he said quietly.


  I pressed my lips together. If only he knew what a fool I’d been to trust Ashhi.


  The baker cleared her throat, drawing attention to the fact that she and Daonok were ready to go. Jaret clung to her back while Daonok walked behind ready to catch my brother if he fell. Nodding, I crept forward and entered the short entrance corridor, alert to noise from the rest of the house. When I glanced out into the main hall, I saw only Nyralit, whose shoulders sagged in relief. Nodding at her, I sidled out into the hallway, ears perked.


  Moments later, the others joined me, and we turned toward the back of the house. Daonok would lead us to the other exit, and then we’d part ways. After covering about ten paces, a gasp from behind brought me up straight. A shiver traveled my spine, and I whirled. Nyralit stood frozen with a knife at her throat. Behind her, Ashhi grinned, and moments later three guardsmen stomped in from the foyer. Steel rang. Men yelled.


  “Run!” Daonok bellowed in a voice louder than I thought his small form could produce.


  I ran.


  Nyralit’s scream sent ice into my bones. As I crossed into the back room of the Ulstat home, I stopped and turned. One of the guards carried a lantern, and in the spill of light, I watched Nyralit attempt to fight the three men at once. With just her slender arms, her teeth, and her slipper-shod feet, she was a whirl of silk and long dark hair. Blow after blow landed on her attackers, none with enough power to damage, but keeping their blades at bay.


  “Nyralit,” I whispered.


  Her eyes met mine. “Go!” she yelled.


  The break in her concentration was long enough that a guard slipped past her flurry of kicks. Nyralit’s silks offered no resistance to his blade, which slid into her belly like a diver into the sea. She doubled over, clutching at the weapon’s hilt. Blood spread from the wound, black in the low light.


  Behind me, the outer doors banged against the walls as they flew open. “Fall back,” Daonok yelled into the quiet of the grounds. “Cover the retreat!”


  I couldn’t move. One hundred paces away, Nyralit stumbled from the circle of guards, smacked the wall with her shoulder, and spun down to the floor. She landed in a heap, her silks looking like a pile of rags abandoned behind a cloth-seller’s. I couldn’t tell if she was still breathing.


  Something smacked my shoulder, then another hand clapped over my other arm. My father shook me, giving heavily of his remaining strength. “You can’t help her, Lilik. Don’t let her actions mean nothing.”


  As if in a dream, I stumbled backward. My heel caught on a corner of the rug, and I staggered, nearly losing my feet. In the hall, the guards seem to move in slow motion, though their legs rose and fell as if they were running. Da slapped me gently across the face, and finally, I shook free of my daze.


  As I sprinted from the room, into the deceptive calm of the night, I coughed in horror. Nyralit, dead? It didn’t seem real. Had Ashhi been waiting? Had she guessed we were coming when her soldiers hadn’t returned? Or was it just ill fortune?


  And what about Raav? Who would tell him what had happened?


  As we drew near the entrance to the old stable, running with the sound of the booted feet behind us, a boom shook the grounds. Firelight spilled over the area, chased by the heat of the explosion. I tripped and smacked into one of the support pillars at the front of the stable. My head hit the wall with a crack, and light flashed behind my eyes. Staggering, I pawed the rough stonework while I attempted to catch my balance. No use. The outside of my foot caught on a stone, and I fell, crashing down hard.


  Hands latched my arms, dragging me up and into the stable. Paddling at the ground with feet that felt like blocks of wool, I tried to run. “Just relax,” said the man on my right. One of the thieves who had come through the tunnel with us, he heaved me over his shoulder. They’d caused the explosion. The backup plan—we’d planned to create a diversion if things went wrong.


  Inside the mine tunnel, a lamp guttered, casting thin light on the passage. We ran inside and shut the door, then stood and took a count of our numbers. Aside from Nyralit—I could scarcely think of that now—everyone who’d left the tunnel had arrived back here safely.


  “They’ll follow us once they see it was just their own powder caches we blew,” a smuggler said.


  Another dropped his rucksack to the floor, loosened the drawstring and pulled out a small cask. From his pocket, he extracted a long, precisely woven cord. “I spent plenty of time in the Ulstat mines before choosing another . . . path. I know how to set a charge, collapse the tunnel behind us.”


  “If we do that, Ulstats will flush us from mine like rats from a sinking ship,” another said. “Search every cranny and post guards. We’ll never be able to return.”


  Daonok shook his head. “It’s over anyway. For now, at least. Ashhi Ulstat knows. She saw us inside the house.”


  Lips thinned, the other smuggler nodded. “Fair enough,” he said, addressing the thief who’d once been a miner. “Set the charge.”


  With that, we carried on, into the mine. Minutes later a deep rumble shook the tunnel, sending dust filtering down.


  


  Chapter Sixteen


   


   


  WE MOVED THROUGH Ilaraok’s alleys in a small knot of people. Da rested an arm on my shoulders, staggering forward as best he could. My legs felt flimsy, inadequate. But I continued forward, toes dragging.


  Numb.


  Stone-block buildings crushed in from either side, ramshackle wooden awnings defending doorways from the sky. In the rafters of these small shelters, pigeons cooed. Dawn was creeping over the city, color emerging from shadow, sound from silence. From down at the harbor, I heard the calls of fishermen, the clang of bells aboard the fishing vessels.


  In front of me, the baker still carried Jaret on her back. She’d declined every offer from the smugglers to share the load. Maybe she felt responsible for him after everything that had happened.


  Daonok roved ahead, scouting. Twice, he’d waved us aside, down another alley just before a lantern-bearing sentry turned the corner and spotted us. Otherwise, we kept trudging forward, past the refinery district, smokestacks rising high into the dawn air, toward the crowded slum near the docks.


  My eyes were on my feet, my heart an aching void in my chest. I didn’t know that Nyralit was dead. I hadn’t seen it confirmed. But still, I couldn’t stop reliving the sight of the blade sinking through the softness of her belly.


  “Hold,” Daonok hissed, trotting back to us. Eyes darting, he jabbed his thumb at the dark entrance to some sort of warehouse. “Hurry!”


  Shuffling through the door into the dim warehouse interior, I stubbed my toe. Something hard went skittering away into the darkness. A rock? I struggled to care.


  A hand on my back nudged me to the side. As my eyes adjusted, I picked out details in the puddles of faint light where the predawn glow fell through gaps in the mortar. Enormous wooden bins held chunks of stone the size of my head. Smaller rocks were scattered across the warped-wood planks of the floor. Ore storage. I staggered to one of the bins, slumped against it, and closed my eyes.


  Moments later, the sound of marching feet came from the narrow street outside the building. As they drew closer, the floor beneath me shook. Daonok sidestepped to the wall and peered through a gap in the masonry. He waved at us, urging us farther into the shadows.


  A guard paused in the doorway, silhouetted by the light outside. He cocked his head as if listening. Beside me, someone moved. A small stone fell from the top of one of the bins, clattering to the floor.


  A hiss when everyone inside the warehouse drew breath. Leather creaked as the smugglers reached for their blades. My fingers wrapped the gold threadwork on Tyrak’s hilt.


  “What?” the guard called, whipping his head to the side.


  From farther down the street, someone else yelled, too muffled to understand.


  “Thought I heard something . . . yeah, coming.”


  As the guard trotted off, Daonok’s shoulders slumped with relief. He turned, eyes flashing, and glared toward the source of the noise. After a moment, he peered outside and then motioned us forward.


  “Not far now,” he whispered as I passed him. “No doubt Trader Ulstat sent that squad to the waterfront to stop us from escaping by sea. He won’t expect us to stay in the city.”


  Ahead, the alley split, one branch falling toward the harbor and the other winding into the slum. Slipping along the fronts of buildings, we hurried into the shantytown, passing darkened windows and doors hanging crookedly on leather hinges. Laundry hung on lines that crisscrossed the street, making progress slow as we dodged trousers and sheets. But the hanging clothes covered our retreat, and soon we moved with less caution. A few blocks in, Daonok stopped beside the back wall of a shed affixed to a boarding house. He tapped three times then twice more on a warped, wooden plank.


  A door swung open where there’d been none. Looking more closely. I realized the seams and hinges had been hidden in the slipshod construction, looking like gaps between planks rather than the edge of a door. Caffari’s face appeared in the opening, her relief obvious when she saw Daonok before her. Without speaking, she motioned us inside.


  A couple lanterns burned in the small space, casting a flickering glow over storage shelves and barrels. A handful of Caffari’s thieves sat against the back wall, looking tired.


  “So . . . seems something went wrong,” she said as she shut the door behind us.


  Daonok nodded. “The little Ulstat brat was waiting.”


  “Ashhi,” Caffari said with a curl of her lip. “The damage?”


  Daonok’s gaze flicked to me. “The strandmistress took a wound. We don’t know how serious. Had to leave her behind.”


  Caffari’s face softened as she turned her eyes to me. “A difficult thing to see. We’ll put out word, ask whether any of the city’s healers have been called to the House grounds. From what Nyralit told me, Trader Ulstat wanted both of you alive to help with the . . . situation on Ioene.”


  I nodded, not trusting myself to respond.


  “Our men and women made it out safely,” Daonok continued. “Blew two of the powder sheds . . . But we had to collapse the tunnel. No doubt the Ulstats will know where the attack came from. The mine won’t be safe for months. If ever.”


  Caffari’s jaw clenched, but when her eyes met mine, I saw no malice. “We knew there were risks,” she said. Her gaze turned to Da and the baker, still holding Jaret on her back. Though beyond exhaustion, Da managed to stand straight under her inspection. Caffari nodded.


  “And you are?” she asked the baker, eyes narrowed.


  “A friend,” I said. “We wouldn’t have made it out without her help.”


  Caffari fiddled with the dagger at her belt. “Fair enough. And the boy’s your brother, I assume.” She gestured toward the far corner of the room. I hadn’t noticed the cot there. “Lay him down, we’ll get him nourishment.”


  Nodding, the baker crossed the small room. Caffari followed, and once they’d settled Jaret on the bunk, they spoke in low tones. Caffari summoned two of her men with a wave.


  “She’s got a little girl. Needs rescuing from her house before the Ulstats come looking. Take our friend here to the safe house in the trade district, and bring her daughter to her. We’ll see they’re taken care of.”


  Before the baker left, she leaned over the cot and placed a kiss on Jaret’s brow.


  “Thank you,” I said as she passed. The woman nodded at me and slipped out the door.


  “Caffari,” I said. “I appreciate your help. I didn’t mean—”


  She shook her head. “Not now. Rest. We’ll need you fresh soon enough. Seems my band of rogues is out of a home. And between you and the former strandmistress, you’ve managed to pique my interest about other opportunities. Riches for the sharing, I believe you said.”


  As she spoke, the image of Nyralit falling, dagger in her belly, flashed to life. Darkness waits on all sides. I’d thought the slaughter in the mine was the end of it. Apparently not.


  Too exhausted to respond to Caffari, I staggered to a pile of grain sacks, fell across them, and plummeted into sleep.
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  Caffari touched my shoulder in the middle of the morning, waking me from a dreamless sleep. I yawned, sat up and rubbed my eyes. When I started to talk she pressed a finger to my lips and pointed toward the corner of the room. Jaret still lay on the bunk, his face pale but not as waxen as it had been earlier. Da slept beside him, sitting upright with his back against the wall and his head and shoulders slumped onto the cot.


  I nodded. Caffari motioned to a trapdoor which led into some sort of cellar. I shivered, remembering the dark hole where Trader Ulstat had kept my family. When she lifted the hatch, the smell of damp earth rose, along with the musty scent of burlap. Caffari snatched the lantern and descended the ladder.


  My whole body ached, from the soles of my feet to the hollows of my eye sockets. My hip joints felt full of broken glass as I climbed down the ladder.


  The earthen floor of the cellar was uneven, with a few jagged rocks poking through. Caffari gestured at a sack of potatoes, and I sat, grateful to get my weight off my feet. I rubbed my palms on the rough burlap sack while I waited for her to close the hatch.


  “Nyralit?” I asked, my heart thumping.


  Caffari shook her head and shrugged. “We haven’t heard anything, but that could be good news.”


  Or it could mean that Nyralit was dead, and the services of a healer were not required. I pressed my lips together. I wouldn’t say something like that out loud, not while there was still hope.


  “Let’s talk about Ioene,” Caffari said.


  “We need ships and sailors who can handle a storm. Possibly the worst storms the Islands have ever seen.”


  “And?”


  “When I first returned to Istanik, I hoped to sail for Ioene with half a dozen ships. Two hundred fighters. Now I’ll take whoever is brave enough to come with me and can hold a sword. Because if we don’t stop Mieshk Ulstat, nothing else matters.”


  “You said that, but what are we looking at? What are my men and women going to have to deal with?”


  I ran my hands through my hair. “I wish I knew. Mieshk is powerful. I wouldn’t even call her human anymore. But to get to her, we’ll need to fight past her soldiers.”


  “You didn’t mention these difficulties earlier . . .”


  “I wasn’t trying to hide anything. There just wasn’t time. But here’s the truth: Honestly, I don’t know if we can succeed against Mieshk. And Trader Ulstat only complicates the situation. He wants to take Ioene for himself.”


  And he wanted to do it with Raav’s help. What was Raav thinking now? He probably had no idea what had happened to me, and probably didn’t even know that Nyralit had been injured. Would he think I’d just abandoned him? Would Trader Ulstat and Ashhi concoct another lie to explain things?


  “My friend Raav is still inside the Ulstat compound. Trader Ulstat is trying to pressure him into an alliance against Mieshk. If we can’t help Raav escape, he’ll have no other choice but to help Trader Ulstat overthrow his own daughter. Because the alternative is so much worse.”


  Caffari paced the confines of the room, her head bowed to avoid scraping on the rafters. When she walked through a spider web, she absentmindedly wiped it off her face. The thief was probably used to sneaking through disused tunnels and hiding out in abandoned buildings.


  “We must discuss terms if we’re going to work together,” Caffari said.


  “If we can restore Ioene to the place she was when the Vanished lived there, there will be plenty of wealth to share.”


  “The Vanished?”


  “Our ancestors. Long story.”


  Caffari accepted this with a nod. “The thing is, I’ve found that vague assurances don’t always work out for folks like me. For us to go forward, we must establish the ground rules right now. Say I retake Ioene for you—”


  “Hold on—say you retake it for me. I’m pretty sure I’m the only person capable of defeating Mieshk once her followers are dealt with.”


  She raised her eyebrows. “I’ll be honest. If I tell my people that we’re going to follow some seventeen-year-old girl to Ioene and obey her commands, they’ll laugh me out of the band. It takes a particular sort of person to lead an affiliation of rogues. And you don’t have what it takes.”


  Blood rushed to my cheeks. Did she not see what I’d done in the mine? How could she doubt my abilities?


  Easy, Lilik, Tyrak said. Hear her out.


  But she just insulted me.


  Don’t be so quick to judge.


  Caffari was looking at me with an amused smirk. “Your reaction right there is exactly what I mean. A thief will try to anger you. A smuggler will swindle you while making you believe they are your obedient servant. A rogue will betray you to anyone who offers a better deal for their loyalty. You are brave and clever and honorable. You inspire people. But you are not a leader of criminals. And I hope you never have to learn that ruthlessness.”


  My blood was still seething, but Tyrak extended a tendril of calm. I blinked, took a deep breath, and nodded.


  “All right,” I said. “So you want to be the one to lead us there. Let’s assume I agree.”


  “Once we’re there, I’ll have an equal say in how the spoils are shared out.”


  “This isn’t about spoils. This is about regaining our ancestral home, fighting tyranny, and saving the Islands.”


  “For you,” she said. Caffari pulled a throwing dagger from a pocket on the side of her leather pants. Spinning it across her fingers, she took aim at the far wall and threw. The blade split a root that stuck out from the earthen wall, pinning it against the compacted soil. “My people aren’t going to be convinced by some idealist quest to regain a life we’ve never known. They’re unlikely to care whether the Kiriilt Islands sink beneath the sea, long as they have a chance to sail clear of the devastation. So unless you're offering something better than what they’ll find on another faraway shore, you’ll never earn their cooperation.”


  “But they follow you, right? You see how important this is.”


  “They follow me because I lead in the direction they want to go. It’s as simple as that.”


  I glared up through the ceiling as if Caffari’s gang were in their safe house. In truth, no one but Da and Jaret had been inside when I woke.


  “Where are they?” I asked.


  She cast me a condescending smile. “They’re establishing a new base of operations. And no, I won’t be telling you where that is.”


  I sighed. Was this the best I was going to get? Trader Ulstat had his guards defending the harbor. To escape back to Istanik, I’d have to find a way past those sentries. That or find another small port to sail from. And either of those options would cost precious time.


  “How do you expect to leave Araok Island anyway?” I asked. “The wharf is guarded.”


  “Surely you don’t think that I do business out of the docks at Ilaraok? You’re smarter than that.”


  This time when my cheeks heated, it wasn’t anger.


  “I’m sorry Lilik. I shouldn’t tease. It’s been a long night.”


  I shrugged. “Yeah.”


  Down in the cellar, we couldn’t hear the noise from the street, nor the muffled conversation from the boarding house’s common room. When silence fell between us, the earthen walls held it close like blankets containing warmth on a rainy night. I jumped when someone tapped on the trapdoor above.


  “Caffari,” someone said, his voice muffled by the wood.


  “Open,” she said.


  The trapdoor lifted, showing Daonok peering down at us. “One of our ears on the street brought word,” he said.


  “Nyralit?” I asked jumping up.


  He shook his head, face grim. “Nothing yet. I’m sorry, Lilik. Unfortunately, this is disturbing news, too. It seems Trader Ulstat has ordered a gallows erected, and a pair of stocks brought out for prisoners.”


  My heart hit against my ribs like a sledgehammer. Raav. Had he confronted Trader Ulstat and brought this down on his head?


  “Who?” I asked almost silently, afraid of the answer.


  Daonok shrugged. “Just a pair of gutterborn is what our little mouse heard. Not an uncharacteristic move for the Ulstats. But given recent events, I thought you should know, Caffari.”


  Gutterborn? Who? My da and brother were safe, Nyralit—if she still lived—had been born into a trader House even if she relinquished her name. Raav was prime to his House.


  “We’ll know soon enough, at any rate,” Daonok said. “The trader’s in quite a hurry—everything should be constructed before midday.”


  I shivered. I didn’t know what Trader Ulstat had planned, but I was certain I wouldn’t like it.


  


  Chapter Seventeen


   


   


  BACK IN THE storage room, Da was awake. While I’d been down in the cellar, the owner of the boarding house had brought out a bowl of hearty stew. Da slurped each bite, his face weary, but relieved. He watched without comment while Caffari and Daonok slipped out the door.


  “Has Jaret eaten?” I asked.


  He nodded. “A thin broth while you were asleep. Too much and he’ll get sick.”


  “Da . . .”


  “If you’re going to tell us it’s time to leave,” he said, “save your words. The truth is, Lilik, I’d like to be the father who could protect you from all this. Maybe with training and a good weapon, I could be. But you’ve shown you can take care of yourself, and I have your brother to think of. Caffari tells me she knows some families on the southern coast who will hide us. As soon as Jaret’s strong enough to travel, we’ll go.”


  “I never meant any of this to happen,” I said


  “Of course I know that, little bird. You’re like me, just trying to do your best for your family. For the gutterborn. And I’m proud to say you’re good at it.”


  Despite myself, I blushed at the praise. “Thanks, Da.”


  After that, I sat quietly beside him, enjoying his companionship. Half an hour or so later, the door opened, admitting sunlight turned orange by the smoke in the air and a gust of wind that smelled like ash. Caffari stepped through the gap, her face grim.


  “Who is it?”


  “I don’t know them,” she said. “I’m just disgusted at the lengths Trader Ulstat will go to.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I think you should see for yourself. No doubt he arranged this for you.”


  What had the trader done? I felt sick to my stomach, realized I hadn’t eaten yet, but didn’t think I could get anything down.


  Lips thinned, Caffari stalked to a stack of huge ale kegs. When she grabbed one in both arms and started to lift it down, I jumped to help her, sure she would be crushed by its weight. But as soon as she lowered the keg down to her head height, she let it drop. I cringed, ready for an explosion of ale and a soaking up to my ankles. But the keg just bounced lightly and settled on its end.


  With a grin, Caffari slipped a crowbar off the shelf and wedged it between a couple of the staves. She pried the board free, but nothing spilled from the barrel. After working another stave loose, she turned the keg onto its side and rocked it back and forth. Clothing spilled out, shoes, cloaks and . . . wigs.


  With a crooked smile, she picked up a wig of long auburn ringlets and handed it to me, followed by a cloak that would surely have dragged the ground if she hadn’t handed me a pair of boots with three-inch platforms


  I raised a skeptical brow at the boots.


  “Do you mean to tell me you’ve never worn heels?” She asked.


  “Growing up, the only shoes we could afford were sandals I made myself,” I said.


  “Well, get used to them quick. Don’t know how long Trader Ulstat plans to leave his prisoners in the stocks.


  Five minutes later, teetering like a newborn foal and with someone else’s hair tickling my face, I followed Caffari out the door. We wound through crowded streets, past merchants selling fish that might have been fresh yesterday, peddlers of withered fruit and tailors offering mended clothing. Near the edge of the slums, we turned down a particularly narrow alley. Caffari drew her blade before advancing. I laid my hand on Tyrak’s hilt but stopped short of pulling him from the sheath. Showing nightforged steel in an Ilaraok alley would undo the work I’d done to disguise myself.


  Be ready, Tyrak said.


  I’m not quite as stupid as I used to be, Tyrak. When a ruffian won’t walk somewhere without her weapon drawn, I know it’s not exactly safe.


  You’re right. Sorry, Lilik.


  I felt eyes on my back as we made our way down the narrow passage, but we reached the end without being attacked. The alley opened near a stinking tannery. My nose wrinkled as we hurried past and into the city center.


  The central square was paved with cobblestones, a rare break from the rutted packed earth. But the stones were laid unevenly, making travel almost as difficult. Ahead, a crowd gathered. Finished, the gallows rose to a height of three men, the platform up high enough to be visible from anywhere in the square. I searched for the prisoners, but the gathered onlookers hid them from view.


  When we reached the rear of the crowd, Caffari stuck out an elbow and started pushing her way through. Onlookers grumbled, but at the sight of the woman’s armor and the hard lines of muscle on her arms, people moved aside. The sun beat down on the gathering, raising the stench of unwashed bodies and the smell of their sweat. One woman spotted my auburn hair—uncommon in the Kiriilt Islands—and reached out to touch it. I swatted her hand away and pulled the hood of my cloak farther forward.


  Near the front of the crowd, Caffari had to threaten violence to make any more progress. A group of miners had claimed the best vantage, and unlike city folk, they weren’t intimidated by muscles alone. But the sharp point of Caffari’s blade convinced them. Clearing a space, she ushered me forward.


  Jaw tight with worry, I stepped up to the front. At first, I couldn’t see the stocks in the shade of the gallows platform. The wooden boards that pinned the prisoners’ heads and wrists were so much smaller than I’d expected. Especially the one fashioned for a child.


  The tongueless healer bore her imprisonment with a stoic expression. But in the child -sized stocks, eyes wide and face tear streaked, Geren was absolutely terrified.


  “You recognize them,” Caffari said. “Figured you might.”


  I couldn’t answer but rather stood frozen, horrorstruck. This was my fault. All my fault. I’d told the healer to go find Geren, and Ashhi had been listening in. How could I’ve been so stupid?


  Desperate, I thinned my walls. If ever I had a Need, it was now. I couldn’t let Skink die for me. But in the aether beyond my barriers, I heard the howling, the wailing, and the anger of the Ulstat nightstrands.


  And something else . . . Too far to touch, but close enough to sense, the tranquility of Leesa Ulstat’s domain teased. I could almost feel the struggle between her tribe and the madness of the Ulstats.


  But I wasn’t close enough to bind with her and her kindred spirits. A duskweaving now would tear me to bits.


  Bile rose in my throat as I staggered backward, eyes locked to the little boy who’d come so far to save me. As if in slow motion Caffari turned, her brows drawn together. Her eyes widened, in shock at my reaction. But instead of coming toward me to offer support, she tensed, her head whipping left and right before she bolted across the empty space in front of the gallows. I blinked. Why had she run?


  And then, though the sun had been hanging high in the sky like a white-hot eye, it was abruptly gone. Full night crashed over Araok Island like a sudden tidal wave, plunging us into absolute darkness.


  Near my ear, a woman screamed.


  


  Chapter Eighteen


   


   


  NO LONGER AFRAID of being seen, I yanked Tyrak from his sheath as I shouldered through the crowd. All around, people yelled, screamed, pushed, panicked. I ran for Geren, the gallows and stocks visible only as deeper shadows within the night. From the direction of the harbor, I heard the crash of waves against the seawalls that protected the waterfront.


  Someone ran into me, a hard knock that sent me reeling. My toe caught on the uneven cobbles, and I slammed the ground, elbow cracking stone and air gusting out of my lungs with the impact. I’d managed to keep hold of Tyrak and pulled him close. Shoving and jostling in panicked chaos, Ilaraok commoners ran past, jumped over, and collided with me. A booted foot landed on my lower leg. Someone kicked me in the head. I curled my knees to my chest to protect my gut.


  Get up, Tyrak yelled into my thoughts. You’ll be trampled.


  Zyri’s memories crashed back into the front of my mind, her last days when the darkness came and went, and the island broke apart in fire and ash and steam.


  The cataclysm! It’s happening!


  Lilik! Don’t make me take control!


  But this is how she died. I can’t live through it again!


  This isn’t the end, Tyrak yelled. The darkness came weeks before the fire. And there’s no smoldering volcano here. Death for Kiriilti will come when their crops fail from lack of light and storms wrack their shores. But if you don’t get up, this will be your last day alive.


  He flooded me with his presence, pliable rather than controlling, infusing me with his confidence. I could do it. I could rise and fight. Rolling onto my knees and one hand, with the other clutching my dagger close to my breastbone, I scrambled for the shelter of the gallows. Someone’s knee slammed my ribs, knocking me back down.


  Get up! Again!


  This time I got all the way to my feet and staggered for the shadow of the gallows. Someone had kindled a single torch on the far side of the square, the light turning the hangman’s platform into an angular monster the color of blood. Panic still fluttered at the edges of my vision.


  But when I spied Geren, all my terror fled. His face was frozen in a rictus of absolute, bone-deep dread. I ran to him and cupped his face. His pupils were pinpricks, unseeing.


  “Geren!” I screamed. I kissed him on the forehead, stroked his cheek. Finally, his eyes swiveled to mine.


  “Lilik?” He asked.


  “Yes,” I said, tears streaming down my cheeks. “Yes, it’s me. I’m so sorry. I’ll get you out of this.”


  Fumbling in the flickering light, I reached for the lock. Of heavy iron, the hasp as thick as my finger, I had no hopes of breaking it. No hacksaw. No sledgehammer. I slammed the heel of my hand against the wood of the stocks, but it wouldn’t budge. Geren whimpered.


  My eyes flicked to the far side of the gallows. Shoving through the crowd, a group of elite Ulstat guards moved in strict formation toward the stocks.


  “Geren, I have to go. I’ll get help. I promise.”


  I ran, slipping behind the low wall surrounding a well in the center of the square. Huddled in its shelter, I yanked off the rotted high-heeled boots. Free of those tides-drowned excuses for footwear, I leaped up and dashed across the square. The crowd had thinned, and many of those remaining were on the ground, crouching and covering their heads against the unnatural night.


  I found the narrow alley Caffari had guided me down before. With my dagger at the ready, I slipped along one of the walls, the deep shadows hiding me from would-be attackers. As I moved forward, I tried to collect myself. Get a grasp on the situation. Why had Caffari run? Had she seen the darkness coming? Something else?


  From behind me, a handful of shouts broke the air. A woman wailed. Glass broke. Pressing deeper into the shadows, I peered. Fire erupted in the hills above town, the light chased by a roar of exploding powder. A mine? Had someone panicked and tried to light a torch too close to the blasting supplies?


  What happened when the darkness came to Ioene? I asked, gripping Tyrak tight. You were used to the long-night. It shouldn’t have been as much of a shock.


  Yes, but we were used to a natural cycle. Not this sudden thunderclap of darkness. We were used to magic—maybe that helped us. But in some ways, it was worse for us because we understood the danger. We might not have predicted the utter ruination that came, but we had an inkling of what Mavek’s Hands could do.


  I nodded. Mavek’s Hands, the type of soul priestess we called nightcallers, were skilled in compulsion. They could force nightstrands to bond with objects through the process we called nightforging, could compel the souls of the dead to give up their life force to join either the fire or the aurora. In Tyrak’s time, the trait was uncommon, whereas channelers like me were the dominant type of soul priestess. Not so now.


  I leaned my shoulder against the wall, closed my eyes and used the solidity of the stone to bolster my strength. After a deep breath, I continued on. Near the end of the alley, someone lit a lantern and held it out. The yellow glow made a halo in the haze. Cautious, I sidled forward, one hand out for balance, the other holding Tyrak at the ready. But before I reached the alley mouth, whoever it was had vanished. Probably more afraid of me than I’d been of them.


  Scattered lights lent an eerie quality to the slum. The poorest of Ilaraok’s commoners were used to danger. People were organizing already, preparing for the worst by pulling down their laundry, filling water buckets, latching shutters to close out the darkness. Rats, bewildered by the midday night, squeaked and skittered in corners and among piles of trash.


  At the entrance to the safe house, I tapped on the door in the pattern I’d heard the others use. I waited, knowing someone was peering through the crack to see who was outside. The door swung open, and a hand reached out, yanked me inside. Caffari all but shoved me behind her, sent me stumbling into the dark interior, and stuck her head out into the street. She looked left and right then slammed the door shut.


  “Were you followed?” she hissed.


  “What? No. I followed the same route back.”


  Her stare pierced me. “That doesn’t matter. Tell me you looked over your shoulder. Tell me you weren’t so innocent as to lead them back here.”


  “Them? What are you talking about? Why did you run?” I fixed her with a stare of my own. She’d abandoned me in the square with no word. So why did she presume to throw accusations my way?


  Caffari held up a finger and pressed her ear to the door. After a moment’s listening, she exhaled. “I suspect the dark saved you. If they’d tracked you, I doubt they’d wait to break down this door.”


  I yanked the wig out of the hood of my cloak. Throwing the hairpiece toward its storage barrel, I shrugged out of the too-big cloak. Da was awake, and Jaret’s eyelids were fluttering. A pair of thieves crouched along the far wall, one examining a blade and rubbing it against a whetstone. The smugglers tried to look calm, but the nervous bouncing of their knees, the way that one of the men kept rubbing a fold of his trousers between his knees told me they were just as scared of the darkness as everyone else in the city.


  I crossed my arms over my chest and turned to Caffari. “I assume you’re talking about the Ulstats or their guards. But you still haven’t told me why you ran.”


  “Actually, I was convinced they’d nabbed you. I’m surprised you’re still alive. You didn’t see them?”


  “The guards? After it got dark, I saw them close in on the gallows.”


  “You’re a competent fighter, I saw that much in the mine. I’m surprised you were so oblivious. There were four closing in on you. Probably more on the way. I didn’t think you had a chance, so I ran.”


  I felt Tyrak’s irritation through our bond. The emotion echoed mine.


  “I thought we discussed joining forces.”


  Caffari rolled her eyes. “Unlike you, I know how to judge the odds. I don’t start fights I can’t win. If I’d have jumped to your rescue, they’d have captured us both. Who would’ve been left to organize a rescue?”


  I didn’t entirely believe her. The woman was a thief and a scoundrel. But what good would it do to keep arguing? Brushing past her, I knelt beside Jaret’s cot and laid a hand on his lower legs. My brother’s eyes cracked open.


  “Lilik...” His voice was just a whisper, but he was getting stronger. He would recover from this as long as he and Da managed to escape Ilaraok.


  “I need a hacksaw,” I said, turning back to Caffari. “Or a set of good lock picks. I can’t leave the prisoners in the stocks.”


  I glimpsed a hint of gentleness on her face before she forced it away. “It would be pure idiocy to go out there now. It’s a trap. The whole reason they’ve locked that boy there is to lure you in.”


  “It doesn’t matter. I’m not leaving Geren there to die. I promised.”


  Stop and think, Tyrak said. She makes good points.


  Caffari sighed. “You’d risk everything for one child? After all your talk of getting to Ioene? After this . . .” She gestured toward the outer wall and the darkness beyond.


  “He came to save me. I won’t let him be killed for it.”


  “All alone, you against the Ulstat guard force . . .”


  “If there’s no choice, yes.” I took a deep breath. “But we were just talking about how Trader Ulstat complicates our plans for Ioene. The way I see it, he made a major mistake in setting this trap. Because now we know where his attention will be focused.”


  “On the square, yes. Which is why it’s a mistake to go there.”


  “But what if we turn his plans against him?”


  “Explain.”


  “If we let him think I’m coming for Geren, he won’t be so likely to notice your people creeping into his house. There are only two Ulstats remaining. If your people can manage to capture them—” And save Raav in the process, I thought. “—House Ulstat falls apart completely. And you can help yourself to the leavings.”


  Caffari’s lips twisted as she considered. “It’s not a bad idea.”


  “Whatever you can take from House Ulstat is yours to keep. I ask for nothing. But in order for me to play the decoy, I need to be sure Geren and the healer will be saved.”


  “Once we capture the Ulstats, you can take command of the guards and order them free,” she said.


  I shook my head. “Not good enough. That plan relies too much on a successful takeover of the House. Even if you have to abort the attack, I need Geren safe. At least ten of your people need to move on the gallows while the rest attack the House grounds.”


  A peculiar emotion crossed her face—respect?—before her mask returned. “Fair enough. I’ll gather help. Now mind explaining exactly what’s gone wrong with our sky?”


  


  Chapter Nineteen


   


   


  “WE’RE READY, BOSS,” Daonok said. Behind him stood a woman with a careworn face. Her hair was pulled back in a loose bun, and she carried a satchel stuck through with dozens of fishing lures. Her hand rested on a little boy’s shoulder. Both of the newcomers were wide-eyed after the disappearance of the sun, but their faces held determination, too.


  “You’re from the village of Warlin on the southern coast,” Daonok said to Da. “Just a small cluster of shacks, but it’s the only home you’ve known. Brill here and your younger son came to fetch you back. You and this lad . . .” He gestured at Jaret. “. . . Have been shirking your duties for far too long, hoping to strike it rich in the mines. Your village needs you, what with the strange waves hitting the shore. They need a man with expertise in longline fishing, someone who can read the currents and aim the casts to pull something in while the boats are beached. Otherwise, the whole lot of you will starve.”


  “Got it,” Da said. “Anyway, you’re right. The mines weren’t what I hoped. And look what it’s done to my boy . . . Arm finally healing after a section of the tunnel caved in and smashed it. Plus he’s recovering from a sickness of the lungs earned in the stagnant air.”


  Daonok gave him an approving smile. “If you’re ever interested in a trade that’s less honorable than egg-peddling . . . You have a knack for tall tales—we could teach you how to use that for more lucrative purposes.”


  Though he could scarcely sit up, Jaret’s eyes widened in excitement. I nudged him in the shoulder, careful not to overcome his feeble strength. “Don’t get any ideas,” I said.


  Da turned to me. “I won’t ask you to give this up. My heart breaks to let my little girl risk herself this way, but I know you think there’s no choice.”


  “There isn’t a choice, Da. Look outside. It’s happening. I’d give anything to go back to Istanik with you and sell eggs for the rest of my life. Well, actually . . . Maybe not.”


  He chuckled. “I know what you mean. I wish none of this had ever happened, though I wouldn’t take the Nocturnai from you. You saw the chance to make something of yourself, and you took it.”


  I curled my toes. Those first days after the nightcaller trial had been hard. I’d been terrified my secret would come out. But now, the days when being punished for lying—even if it meant my execution—seemed almost idyllic. With darkness choking the Kiriilt Islands and storms battering our shores, with the extinction of our civilization looming, I would’ve given anything to go back to the beginning. Maybe I could’ve done something different. Maybe I could’ve stopped this.


  But I had to keep fighting. I couldn’t wallow in my regrets. I nodded and met my father’s eyes. Da clapped his hands on my shoulders then pulled me into a hug. I leaned my face against his shoulder and closed my eyes to keep the tears from coming.


  “Tell me you’ll survive this, Lilik. Give me that hope.” His low voice rumbled in his chest.


  “I . . .” My throat shut down around the words. I’d started this whole ordeal as a fraud. If I didn’t make it back to Istanik, I didn’t want my last moments with my family to be another lie. Another falsehood. I swallowed and began again, “Da, I can’t promise anything. But I swear to you that I will fight my hardest to get back to you. Or to bring you to me, in Ashkalan. You’ll love it there.”


  A silent sob wracked his body, but Da choked the rest back. Gripping my shoulders again, he held me at arm’s length. “I love you, little bird.”


  I smiled, my lower lip trembling. “Love you too, Da.”


  Jaret tried to stand, but his knees buckled. I waved a hand to keep him from trying again and sat beside him on the cot. He was at an age where it had to be embarrassing to hug his sister, but he did it anyway. “You keep Da safe, okay?” I said.


  “No one will mess with him with me blocking the way,” he said with a faint smile.


  “That’s my brother.”


  “And Lilik, whatever you do,” he said. “Don’t be an idiot about it.”


  I smiled at him and ran my knuckles over his scalp. “Don’t you know I’m incapable of idiocy?” I asked.


  “Yeah, right.” He smirked.


  Daonok had an ear pressed to the wall. “We best go. We’ll want to reach the edge of town before real panic sets in.”


  With a grunt, Da picked Jaret up from the cot. Outside, a mule waited, pulling a small wagon for Jaret and the other boy to ride in. According to Daonok, they were fisherfolk from a southern village. The family’s father had been lost at sea the year before, and the woman had been supplementing her fishing by providing a safe stopover for the traveling smugglers, as well as a shed for stashing goods. She’d been in the city to purchase necessities, and had made contact with the thieves moments before the darkness struck. My father’s strong arms would be extra protection for the return trip across the night-locked island.


  “I need you back quickly,” Caffari said as Daonok opened the door for my da and brother and their pretend family.


  “Got it, boss,” Daonok said.


  As the door swung shut, I wanted to run to it. I wanted one last chance to hug my family. Caffari must have noticed my legs tense. She laid a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “They’ll be safe in the south. I am certain of it. But you have to let them go before things get more dangerous here.”
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  Outside, the sky was the color of a ripe plum, black with just a hint of purple. Inside the safe house, fifteen of Caffari’s smugglers crowded the small space, leaving just a few paces for Caffari to circle, fiddling with one of her throwing knives.


  The thieves smelled faintly of sweat, but more strongly of the lamp black that darkened their faces. They wore soft-soled boots and clothing of supple leather in black and gray. Crossbows were slung in holsters, quivers of bolts across backs. Daggers hung in sheaths. Occasionally, someone drew their blade. The metal had been darkened to hide glints, but the sharp edges still shone in the flickering light from the lanterns.


  Caffari noticed me inspecting her men and women. “We weren’t prepared for the last attack, and time was short. But we’re professionals. Few can match us in this sort of operation.”


  I nodded. As long as they could do more than sneak around in the dark. Success tonight would take as much boldness and daring as stealth.


  The door opened without warning, and steel hissed as every smuggler in the room drew their weapon. A slight woman with hair cut above her ears entered the room.


  “Always knock,” Daonok said. Caffari’s right-hand man sat on a crate near the door that opened into the main boarding house. He rolled a pair of brass knuckles back and forth across his palm.


  The newcomer nodded, blushing, before turning her gaze to Caffari. “Sorry, boss. Update from the square.”


  I stiffened. Had they already strung the nooses? Dragged the prisoners up onto the platform? My hands made fists—I shouldn’t have waited. I should have gone in alone if I’d had to.


  “Go ahead,” Caffari said.


  “Unchanged. Ten guards on the prisoners, plus six archers watching from windows around the square. The boy fell asleep, poor little rat. One of the guards woke him by spanking him with the flat of his blade. Laughed at the little fellow.”


  At least they weren’t dead. But at the thought of the guard tormenting Skink, I gritted my teeth. I’d thought I’d never reach the point where I considered killing someone lightly. But in my imagination, I drew Tyrak across the man’s throat.


  The Ulstats are making me into a monster, Tyrak. First I tried to kill Trader Ulstat in his sleep, and now the most terrible thought crossed my mind . . .


  Go easy on yourself, he said. You don’t know what I just thought of doing. My guess is it’s much crueler than your idea.


  “Anything else?” Caffari asked.


  “There’s rumors of a mob forming in the northern miners’ camp, but I can’t confirm it. No one knows if and what the miners are demanding. More worrisome . . . there’s word the Ulstat guards have wheeled some of the land-bound cannons away from the harbor defenses and closer to town. City guardsmen are worried the Ulstats expect an attack. But the defense garrison has received no warning.”


  Caffari nodded, face grim. “We’ll keep an eye on those situations. But for now, we proceed as planned. You may go. Tell the men already in place that we move within the hour.”


  As the woman stepped toward the outer door, the entrance to the boarding house swung open with a squeal. Once again, every rogue in the room grabbed for their weapon. The boarding house proprietor, a wiry bald man, stepped out with his hands raised.


  “Always knock!” Daonok rolled his eyes. “Doesn’t anyone listen?”


  The proprietor swallowed and touched fingers to his brow. “Apologies. A bit flustered just now. I came to tell you I’ve been summoned to House Ulstat same as every business owner in the city. Never mind the city’s close to rioting and we ought to be home protecting what’s ours. We’ve been called to witness. There won’t be anyone watching the front, so I’m barring the door.”


  Caffari smacked her fist into her palm, leather gloves muffling the sound. “That rotted tide scum. He isn’t really going to hang the boy yet—just wants to put on a show. He’ll make another grab for Lilik before acting.”


  The proprietor’s brow knit as he tried to understand her words. After a moment, he shook his head. “It’s not the gallows. Been called to witness a marriage.”


  The shock felt like a punch to the throat. The wedding. Raav had agreed.


  Caffari was cursing and muttering to herself. She whirled on the small woman who’d stopped short of leaving when the other door opened. “Get runners to the advanced parties. We have to delay until the rotted ceremony is over and people get back inside.”


  I staggered backward, waving my hand in the air behind me until I brushed fingertips over the sacks of grain I’d used as a bed that morning. Collapsing onto them, I stared, eyes unfocused.


  “We can’t stop it?” I heard myself ask.


  “An Ulstat ceremony with every merchant in the city called to witness? While mobs gather in the outskirts?” Caffari said. “Not a chance. I happen to value my life. Besides, we work from the shadows. Who and when traders choose to marry is none of our concern.”


  


  Chapter Twenty


   


   


  “I CAN’T STAY here right now,” I said as I stumbled for the door. “I’ll be back within the hour.”


  “Lilik,” Caffari said. “Stop. Why risk it?”


  Memories of the times I’d spent with Raav swamped my thoughts. My hand landed on the door latch, cold metal against my skin and my scars.


  “It’s just something I have to do,” I said.


  “If we’re going to move, it must be tonight,” Caffari said. “After the ceremony but before the mobs disrupt our plans. Time is critical.”


  “I won’t let you down,” I said as I slipped out the door.


  With my face hidden deep in a cowl, I rushed through the streets. There had to be something I could do to stop this. My last moments with Raav circled in my mind. This isn’t goodbye, I’d told him. But it was. I’d disappeared in the night with no warning. No explanation. And now he had no choice but to tie himself to Ashhi Ulstat.


  Of course, he’d claimed he would leave her. Forsake his fortune. And I still had a hard time believing the other members of the former Trader Council would hold him to a contract made with an Ulstat. But the truth was, I was scared, deep down inside, that Ashhi would fool him like she had me. I’d been convinced she was different. I’d trusted her, even started to like her. Without me there, was it possible that Raav might fall under her spell, too?


  Along the streets, torches and lanterns had finally been lit. The flames blazed high. Hungry. Cold stars shone down on Ilaraok, an echo of the darkness surrounding Ioene. I kept thinking I glimpsed the aurora, but it was just my imagination. The air tasted of night, smoke sinking to fill the streets, supper bubbling in the stewpots. Gutterborn filed toward the grounds of House Ulstat. Few spoke, a fog of silence and fear clouding the air. I heard mutterings about the sudden nightfall. Superstitious talk of omens. Ill-blessed marriages. And in the lowest whispers, heard only with Tyrak amplifying my senses, people spoke their hatred for House Ulstat and the young man marrying into it.


  I remembered Raav’s kiss.


  I wanted to cry.


  No commoners were permitted within the Ulstat grounds. Instead, the metal slab of the outer gate had been slid aside, leaving only the inner gate of iron bars between the city and the House grounds. A set of bleachers had been erected before the gates, allowing at least fifty witnesses a good view through the bars while the latecomers crowded in where they could. On the other side of the gates, his face lit red in the glow of the torches, Raav stood with hands clasped before him. To the onlookers, he might have looked merely somber. Serious, to match the gravity of the ceremony.


  But to me, he looked devastated. Shadows filled the grim lines of his face, and his shoulders were tense, the muscles stark beneath the thin weave of his tunic. The tailoring fit his form precisely, and the sigil of House Ovintak was embroidered on the chest.


  Though at a casual glance, it appeared that his hands were loosely clutched, the blanching at his knuckles showed his efforts to remain calm. As I stood near the edge of the crowd, my whole body hurt with my inability to stop this. I didn’t know how I’d expected to halt the marriage. I wanted to yell to Raav, but that would lead to my capture. Instead, I rose onto tiptoes, hoping fate would bring his eyes to mine.


  The slow beat of drums announced the procession of the bride. Dressed in a silk gown that bared her back and a neckline that plunged halfway down her belly, Ashhi strode from her family’s home. Her lips, painted nearly purple, curved in a seductive smile while her eyelids remained half closed. I wanted to vomit.


  As the Ulstat girl approached, Raav swallowed and dropped his hands to his sides. I scanned the gathered Ulstats and their servants. Despite having seen the sword plunge into her gut, I still hoped to spot Nyralit. But she wasn’t there. If she were simply injured, wouldn’t Trader Ulstat force her to bear witness to the union? My lip trembled as I curled my toes and held back tears. I would defeat the Ulstats single-handedly if necessary. For Heiklet. For Nyralit. For Raav and the future we might have had.


  Hips swaying, Ashhi joined Raav before the gathered crowd. When she slipped her hand into the crook of his elbow, he stiffened. In the glow of the torches, his eyes threw daggers at Trader Ulstat. A faint lift of his upper lip showed a sliver of teeth. Good. Let him be angry. Because the alternative was that he might find happiness with Ashhi. He didn’t know what kind of creature she was. He had no idea she’d betrayed us, and most likely she’d given him the same false confession she’d given me about not wanting the marriage. And I had no way to let him know.


  A clerk for House Ulstat stepped forward and read from a long scroll, describing the combining of House assets under Kiriilti law. Around me, the crowd shifted. Mutters were silenced by the gate guards baring the steel of their blades. After the first scroll was finished, the clerk drew another from a tall leather case. Merchants sighed with annoyance as the man droned on. The gutterborn marriages I’d attended had been festive, full of songs and speeches and declarations of devotion. But not this wedding. This was all business.


  Finally, they came to the specifics of the union. All of Raav’s wealth was to be relocated to Araok Island. Once House Ulstat gained control of Ioene, the assets would be moved again, to Ashkalan. Ashhi would be given the management of the fortune due to the recent fall of House Ovintak and the Ulstat lack of confidence in Ovintak abilities.


  With each statement, Raav blinked, long and slow. His House was being dismantled, and it was largely by his hand.


  Finally, he clenched his fists. Ashhi noticed, and she took one of his hands in both of hers. Stroking it, she stood on tiptoes and whispered in his ear. Raav visibly relaxed at her reassurance.


  I wanted to scream.


  Soon, a servant brought forth a tray with an ink pot and a pair of quills. As if reluctant, Ashhi grasped a quill and looked at Raav with questioning eyes. Pressing his lips together, he nodded and picked up the other.


  They signed together, each placing their name at the bottom of the scroll. The gathered commoners shifted in their seats, and only when Trader Ulstat signaled one of his guards to rattle his cudgel against the base of the stands did the crowd take up a desultory cheer. Rising on her toes once again, Ashhi pressed her lips to Raav’s. For a moment, he stood frozen. And then slowly, as if awakening from a daze, he placed his hands on her back.


  The kiss grew deeper as Ashhi pressed herself harder against him, and Raav’s hands slid over her skin, stroking her back. He was enjoying it.


  I couldn’t handle it anymore. Regardless of the attention I drew, I shoved aside the people crowding behind me. Running from the scene, I gagged and stumbled, shoulder thudding against the wall surrounding House Ulstat. I spat bile onto the ground before me and ran on.


  


  Chapter Twenty-One


   


   


  AS I STAGGERED through the streets, arms crossed over my belly, I spotted families taking comfort together inside their homes. The candles inside the ugly buildings blazed so bright. But outside, the darkness pressed in, a crushing force.


  Unfortunately, I’d taken a wrong turn while running from the grounds. I’d lost my bearings, and it seemed every turn just took me deeper into unfamiliar parts of the city.


  Toes catching in the ruts, head bowed and tucked deep inside the cowl, I just kept moving. If I stopped, my loneliness would catch up to me. If I paused, I’d never find my way back to the slums and Caffari’s safe house.


  As I marched, Tyrak slipped the bounds of the dagger. He walked beside me, a warm presence. If it’s any consolation, he said. You still have me.


  I reached my hand out into the night, and his ghostly fingers entwined with mine. I stopped for a moment to catch my breath, and Tyrak stepped in front of me. His phantom thumb brushed my cheek. In truth, I saw nothing but the filth-strewn alley of Ilaraok before me, but in my imagination, Tyrak blocked my view. He was whole. Alive. My heart warmed, but not enough. Nyralit was dead, my family gone. I’d abandoned Paono—for all I knew, he was dead too. And Raav was married to another. I was alone.


  You won’t find your way back by wandering aimlessly, Tyrak said, his voice warm and humming in my thoughts.


  He was right. With so little sleep recently, my thoughts were muddled. I sucked deep of the night air, trying to force myself awake. I’d told Caffari I’d only be gone an hour. By now, that time had already passed. I needed a better strategy.


  I still didn’t recognize any of the buildings. Hurrying to the nearest cross streets, I peered up and down, hoping to figure out where I was. Behind me, I heard the crunch of a foot on gravel. My breath caught. Without glancing back, I ducked around the corner. More footsteps followed, moving faster. The sound sent a bolt of energy through me. Rot. I should have been paying more attention.


  Speeding to a trot, I scanned for a hiding place. Along the crooked street, recessed doorways were dark mouths. Deep in their throats, splintery doors had heavy padlocks securing the latches. The glowing windows I’d passed earlier had been replaced by shuttered squares with no light leaking out. A placard hung outside the nearest building. The lettering was too faded to read. Deserted? Storage?


  Booted feet thudded around the corner behind me. I glanced over my shoulder, expecting to see Ulstat guards. Why hadn’t I been more careful? Of course Trader Ulstat would be on the lookout for me at the ceremony. I’d known it, too. But I’d been too blinded by hope that I could somehow stop the marriage.


  In the street behind me, three large shadows blotted the faint light that fell across the intersection. I couldn’t see their faces, but neither did I spot the glint of weapons.


  “Seems she sees us, boys,” a gruff voice said with a laugh. “I’m thinking we ought to catch up. See what a young woman is doing in this part of town. Give her an escort.”


  I swallowed. Not guards, then. Just thugs.


  Tyrak hovered, ready to add his presence to mine. The cloak I wore was heavy and hard to move in. I kept walking but fiddled with the ties that fixed it to my shoulders with one hand while slipping Tyrak free of his sheath with the other.


  I didn’t want to fight. I wanted to get back to the slums, find Caffari, and continue with Geren’s rescue. Too bad I’d let my emotions get the best of me. But now I had to deal with it.


  When I unfastened the last tie, the cloak fell away. I burst into a run, feet pounding the earthen streets.


  “Oot!” one of the men yelled. “Seems she doesn’t want our help. What do you say we show her exactly what she’s missing?”


  Their feet fell faster. I sucked in a huge lungful of air as Tyrak lent his strength to mine and pushed the energy into my feet. The ground flew below me, and the sound of the men’s breathing and grunts fell behind.


  I neared the next intersection and bounded high in hopes I’d catch a glimpse of the harbor or the smokestacks of the refineries. But I saw nothing.


  I came down hard. Too hard. The pothole had been invisible in the darkness. My ankle twisted, and I felt a snap inside it. A shock traveled my leg, feeling like I’d taken a hammer to the nerve. Agony followed, radiating from my ankle. I squealed through clenched teeth, rolled, and gathered my legs beneath me. Springing upright, I took another step.


  My ankle couldn’t bear weight—I hit the street, head smacking the ground.


  Again I pushed up, started hopping. Behind me, I heard the satisfied growls of the men.


  I whipped my head around, caught a glimpse. The thug in the lead grinned, a gap-toothed leer.


  Another hop brought me into the intersection. Desperate, I searched left and right for an escape. A few paces away, a rickety staircase climbed the outside of one of the buildings. The steps were narrow enough that the men would have to come single file. At least they’d have to fight me one by one.


  We can make it, Tyrak said, filling my good leg with strength. Clenching the dagger tight in my fist, I nodded and sprang, one-legged, toward the bottom step. I heard the rattle of saliva as one of the men sucked a breath through his mouth. Another jump, and my free hand caught the stair railing. Using it as a crutch, I hoisted myself, hopping up step by step. The staircase shuddered as the first man stomped onto the bottom stair. When I was high enough to be out of reach from the ground, I whirled. Teeth bared, I held my dagger before me.


  Below me, the lead man laughed. Now that we were above the deepest shadows, I spied the coal dust wedged into the lines of his face. He hadn’t shaved—scruff covered his face and neck. I raised Tyrak to strike as he ascended another step. One of his companions followed, boot shaking the ramshackle staircase. Above me, I heard the groan of splintering wood and the squeal of nails pulling free. Beneath my free hand, the railing vibrated as the staircase tilted away from the building.


  Up! Tyrak shouted in my mind.


  I know. I got it.


  The lead thug was still out of range, but I slashed at his face anyway. Spinning, I hopped up four more steps, the warped planks shaking beneath my feet. Five steps remained before the relative safety of the rooftop.


  “Nothing better to do than beat up a girl?” I asked as I turned again.


  “We heard the miners in the northern camp plan to take over the city. Someone up there claims the fire speaks to them. Says it’s hungry for souls. Seeing as you’re out here all alone, doesn’t seem anyone would miss you,” he said with a snarl.


  The fire? All of a sudden, images from the last few hours flashed to life. The city’s lanterns had seemed to flare, burning brighter in the darkness. Torches produced fountains of sparks, far more than usual. But I hadn’t paid the changes much heed. Figured it was just because the darkness had felt so suffocating.


  Tyrak? Did you hear that?


  Not the time to be thinking about it, he answered, nudging my sword arm into a jab.


  Down at the bottom of the stairs, the third man stepped onto the staircase. Wood groaned, and the whole construction leaned farther over the street.


  Go! Tyrak said.


  Spinning, I sprang for the roof, quick hopping up three stairs then diving onto the flat rooftop. I flopped forward like a seal, and gracelessly scrambled to get my legs clear of the stairs. Wood crackled and moaned, and the men started to yell.


  But the staircase held.


  I stared in horror as the first man’s head appeared above the edge of the roof. A rickety landing with a dilapidated railing connected the staircase to the building. I scuttled over the splintering timbers of the roof. Dropping onto my back, I clawed fingers into gaps between the timbers and kicked hard at the upright post of the railing.


  On the stairs, the man’s eyes went wide. The staircase tilted, listing farther and farther until it collapsed. Wood and bodies hit the street with a crash.
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  What now? I felt time as a steady drumbeat, passing inexorably. Geren waited for the gallows. And if I didn’t get back soon, he’d hang.


  Lying on the rooftop, I peered over the lip. In the street below, one of the men lay in the wreckage of the staircase. His leg was twisted at an unnatural angle, and he didn’t move. It was too dark to tell if he was breathing. The other two had vanished.


  From my new vantage, I could finally tell where I was. Over the rooftops in front of me, I spied the harbor. Ships were deep shadows on the night-black water. In the middle of the protected bay, a pair of masts jutted from the sea. No doubt the ships had been underway when the sun vanished. Unable to navigate, they’d likely crashed and sank, locked together. I swallowed hard as I remembered seawater filling Zyri’s lungs.


  A handful of the ships burned lanterns upon their decks, the fire unnaturally bright and casting reflections like trails of flame across the water. I remembered the man’s words. What had he meant about the fire wanting souls? It sounded eerily similar to Mieshk’s actions on Ioene, feeding nightstrands to the volcano. Were there soul priestesses among the miners, untrained yet feeling the draw of the fire? Or was it just a coincidence, scared people acting out in terror of the unnatural night?


  This is my fault, Tyrak said. I was so concerned for you after the ceremony. Distracted . . .


  Your fault? I asked, feeling a surge of annoyance. Did he think everything I did was his responsibility?


  Yes, Lilik. You were hurting, and I should have stepped up to fill the gap in your vigilance. It’s what friends do.


  I sighed. Fair enough. So . . . what next?


  To start, I needed to find a way off the roof. Pushing up off my stomach, I surveyed my temporary island. In the middle of the roof, five stools surrounded a weather-beaten table. I crawled on hands and knees and dragged myself onto one of the stools. A few sets of dice had been abandoned on the tabletop, along with some empty mugs. A rooftop gambling den. I doubted there’d be another game here unless the sun rose again.


  Feeling under the table, my hand landed on a strange object. Peering beneath, I recognized it as a small one-handed crossbow. A leather strap held it to the bottom of the table, secured by a metal tab that pinched the strap’s end. Careful to avoid springing the trigger, I released the crossbow and pulled it free. A single bolt was loaded, the weapon cocked. No doubt whoever ran this particular table kept the bow around in case arguments got out of control. Traveling the underside of the tabletop, my fingers located another seven bolts wedged into gaps.


  Interesting find, Tyrak commented.


  I shrugged. Another weapon couldn’t hurt, but it wasn’t going to help me get down from here. If I didn’t return to the safe house, would Caffari go ahead with the plan? I should have asked her to contact Raav when her people entered the house. That omission seemed idiotic now because as far as the smugglers were concerned, Raav was an Ulstat. We’d discussed taking Ashhi and her father alive. But given a choice between failure and violence, I had no doubt the thieves would kill anyone who stood in their path. And Raav wouldn’t know they were friends.


  As for the plan to rescue Geren, it depended on me distracting the guards. This whole operation was ruined if I didn’t get back.


  From far away, I heard shouts, the crash of things breaking. Opposite the harbor, where the city’s outskirts climbed into the surrounding hills, a bonfire blazed. The mob’s doing, no doubt. The fire sprawled wide, an arm stretching toward a cluster of buildings. If the miners weren’t careful, they’d set the city alight. Or maybe that was their goal.


  Gingerly, I tested my ankle. Pain shot from my heel to my hip as I tried to apply weight. I winced and sat back down. I could handle the pain, but the bigger problem was the wobble in the joint. I pulled off my overtunic and used the point of a crossbow bolt to saw through the stitches fastening the sleeves to the torso. Once both sleeves were free, I dragged the modified garment back over my head then laid four of the bolts against my ankle, two inside and two outside. I wrapped the sleeves around my lower leg and foot, fastening them with tight knots.


  Splinted, my ankle held weight without buckling. It hurt, but I could handle it.


  I slid Tyrak into his sheath and hobbled for the edge of the roof. The uninjured thugs had probably fled once they realized how much work it would be to capture me. But as I limped around the perimeter of the roof, looking for another way down, I kept the crossbow trained on the street below. I didn’t want to be surprised again.


  Unfortunately, no other staircases or ladders accessed the rooftop. The closest building had an iron ladder bolted to the wall, but it stood ten paces away with a two-story drop separating it from my rooftop.


  I eyed the gap.


  You aren’t really thinking of jumping, are you?


  I examined the crossbow’s trigger mechanism and released tension from the string. I wouldn’t want to accidentally fire the bolt if I landed too hard. You have a better idea?


  If you hadn’t noticed, you’re injured.


  And if you haven’t noticed, Araok Island was swallowed by darkness, fires are burning hotter than they should, and there’s a little boy awaiting the gallows.


  Despite my words, I didn’t want to have to jump. I thinned my mental walls, feeling for the aether beyond. Still, the Ulstat nightstrands howled, whipping past my mind, and lashing my barriers with bestial ferocity. But the Silent Queen’s tranquility felt closer. I tried to open a tunnel to her as I did with Tyrak. Beyond the shrieking and the madness, I felt her sudden interest. I had the sense she was trying to tell me something, but I couldn’t hear her. I focused harder, but as I approached true contact, claws began raking into my mind.


  That’s too far! Tyrak said, wrapping his spirit around mine. With a last burst of effort, I sent encouragement to Leesa then slammed my barriers home.


  Gritting my teeth, I paced away from the edge of the rooftop, lined up, and bunched my legs beneath me.


  Rot, Tyrak muttered. But he joined his strength with mine. The pain in my ankle faded. Inhaling deep of the smoke-clogged air, I sprinted for the edge of the roof. My good foot hit last, and I sprang, pedaling my feet in the air.


  The alley yawned beneath me. I flew toward the other rooftop. But not high enough. Not fast enough. I wasn’t going to make it.


  I screwed my eyes shut at the last instant. My hands slapped the roof before the hard corner took me in the ribs. The air left my lungs in a gust as my legs slapped the vertical wall of the building.


  An instant later, I was sliding, hands dragging along the rough wood timbers of the roof. The walls were stone, ending in a mortared section with a slight lip. Eyes wide, feet kicking over the drop, I grabbed at the last minute, fingers wrapping the rim of the roof.


  And stopped.


  I dangled, vision tunneling down. I couldn’t breathe. When I tried, daggers pierced my chest.


  Let me, Tyrak said.


  Let you what?


  Give me control. The pain doesn’t affect me as much.


  Yes. Go.


  I didn’t resist as Tyrak flooded my body and mind. He willed air into my lungs. I felt the agony of it, but I was helpless to stop him, a prisoner in my own body. With all our combined strength, he walked my hands along the edge of the roof. First one foot then the other caught an iron rung of the ladder. Moments later, I felt cool metal beneath my palms. My breath came easier. As long as Tyrak kept my inhalations shallow, I no longer feared I’d black out. Rung by rung, he took me down into the alley


  When my feet touched the earthen floor, Tyrak withdrew, ever so slowly, caressing my spirit as he went. Finally, I bore my own weight, drew my own breath.


  An old broom handle had been discarded outside a nearby door. Using it as a crutch, I gritted my teeth and started for Caffari’s safe house.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Two


   


   


  THE MOMENT I tapped on the safe house door, it flew open and banged against the wall. A thief I recognized from the mine stared out at me, face red with anger.


  “If the boss runs into trouble, I’m putting the blame squarely on you,” she said, glaring.


  “Caffari. Where is she?”


  “Going ahead with the plan, no thanks to you.”


  “They’re moving on House Ulstat? Still?”


  I’d worried they might, but in truth, I’d figured the smugglers would abandon the plan without me working to distract the guards. As Caffari had said, she knew how to judge the odds and didn’t start fights she couldn’t win.


  The thief rolled her eyes. “Isn’t that what I just said?”


  “What about the gallows crew?”


  “Seems you convinced her and Daonok that the little boy matters more than our whole band. Daonok’s coordinating the attack. Using someone who looks a bit like you to provide the distraction. ‘Course, she’s a good foot taller than you. I doubt anyone will fall for it.”


  “When did they leave? Did they take the caltrops?” The thieves had a spring-loaded box. Flip a catch, and the wood fell apart, flinging a spray of spikes that would cover the street. Sharp enough to pierce hard leather, they’d jab straight through the boot soles of anyone giving chase. After I’d grabbed the guards’ attention, I’d been intending to use the trap to stop their pursuit.


  “Left just a few minutes ago. And yes, they took the caltrops—for all the good that will do.” She crossed her arms over her chest and glared. “I don’t see why you bothered to show yourself here after vanishing when my friends needed you.”


  I didn’t bother with excuses. There wasn’t time. But Daonok’s band hadn’t been gone that long. They’d need time to set up. I could still do my job if I hurried. Thoughts racing, I rifled through ideas about a replacement for the caltrops.


  “I need a light cloak and some strips of linen. A couple long, narrow pieces of wood . . . staves from a whiskey cask would work if they’re not too bowed.” I gritted my teeth as my ankle twinged. “I could use evenshade if you have it. And as many flasks of lamp oil as you can stuff in a rucksack.”


  Defiance crossed the woman’s face. How dare I order her around? But when I refused to drop my gaze from hers, she finally nodded. I waited outside while she gathered the supplies. From within the shed, I heard the crash and thump of her searching. Slumping down against the wall, I began unwinding my sleeves from my ankle—the bolts were too short to make a good splint and kept jabbing me, besides. Once unbound, the joint started to throb. Quickly, I sat the crossbow bolts aside and began rewrapping my ankle to hold down the swelling.


  The thief opened the door and set a sloshing leather backpack in front of me. The cloak had been stuffed under the strap that held the lid of the pack shut. In her other hand, she held some wooden slats and the linen bandages. After tossing them to me, she reached inside the safe house door and produced a waterskin, a small vial—evenshade, I assumed—and a flint and steel. I’d forgotten to mention the last, but it seemed she’d grasped my plan for the lamp oil.


  Laying the slats against my leg, I wound the linen tight to secure them. I saved a strip of bandage about the length of my arm which I tore into long, narrow strips. Finally, I downed the evenshade and chased it with some deep swallows of water. It would damage my reflexes, but the pain was already harming my abilities.


  “How long ago did Caffari leave? Can I catch her before they move on the House grounds?”


  The woman glanced at my injured leg. “Unlikely,” she said. “But you might keep Daonok from getting my friends killed.”


  I took a deep breath. Fair enough. Raav would have to decide for himself how to respond when the attack came on the house. He was persuasive—and charming enough to make someone as horrible as Ashhi desire him for more than his fortune. If he wanted to, he could probably convince Caffari’s people which side he was on.


  Assuming he was still against the Ulstats. He wouldn’t give his loyalty to Trader Ulstat so easily, but I couldn’t forget the way he’d kissed Ashhi.


  The evenshade started to fuzz the edges of my awareness, but it also stole the pain in my ankle. Suppressing a groan, I stood. I glanced at the broomstick I’d used as a crutch. No time to limp my way across town. I’d just have to hope that whatever pain the evenshade hid from me, it didn’t mean permanent damage. With a nod at the thief, I shouldered the rucksack and started for the central square.
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  I kept to the shadows as I made my way to the gallows. I no longer needed the cloak; the fires from the miner’s camp were spreading into town, and gutterborn were getting out before the flames penetrated deeper. Families formed caravans of wagons. Children peeked out from beneath blankets in the back, only their frightened eyes showing. The elderly rode in the carts as well, coughing in the smoke that rolled in from the outskirts and melded with Ilaraok’s already foul air. Walking beside the wagons, men and women carried makeshift weapons and regarded strangers with suspicious eyes.


  Head down, I trudged with the flow of evacuees. Even if the guards were looking for me, they wouldn’t find me among the throng. I was just another dark-haired commoner moving with the traffic.


  Nearer the central district, a doomsayer had dragged a wash tub into the middle of the street. She stood upon it, holding a burning baton. The flame at the end of the stick spouted an arm's length into the air, far higher than it should have. She intoned warnings, wild-eyed prognostications about creatures emerging from the ocean’s depths and crawling through the city on masses of tentacles. Utter nonsense. But disasters were always good business for the doomsaying cult.


  When I reached the narrow alley Caffari had led me down before, I ducked my head and darted inside. Unlike the main street, there would be no hiding in the crowd here. A single occupant, an old man with a puckered eye socket and a scar across his cheek, sat huddled against the wall. A wooden bowl, the universal signal among Kiriilti beggars, rested before his feet. I had nothing to give him but a warning.


  “The city’s burning,” I said, pausing to crouch in front of him. “Go to the water, old friend.”


  He looked up at me, his good eye watering, and shrugged. “What’s the use? I’m alone and hungry, and even the sun has left us.”


  I laid a hand on his shoulder, ignoring the greasy feeling of unwashed clothing. “None of us are alone. And things will get better.”


  Good to hear you say that, Tyrak said.


  I stood and moved on, but felt heartened when I heard the man stir. When I glanced over my shoulder, he was hobbling toward the harbor. I hoped it would be safer for him there. If not for the warm glow of the evenshade, I’d likely have been too cautious to approach him. I needed to hold onto that courage for kindness when the tonic faded from my blood.


  As I approached the square, I pressed closer to the wall, sliding through the shadows. If I’d been at the hideout when the others had left, I would know where Daonok and the other thieves waited. I’d be able to watch for Daonok’s signal. Instead, I had to hope my new plan would work, and that Daonok was clever enough to adapt.


  I exited the alley and headed down a last, short street to reach the square. As I approached, I scanned the shadows for Daonok’s men. I spotted no one, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. If they were easy to see, they wouldn’t be very good at their trade.


  Slipping into a niche between buildings, I lowered my rucksack to the ground, careful not to make too much noise. I pulled the cloak free and slipped it over my shoulders. On tiptoes, I crept to the very edge of the square and peered toward the gallows. The guard had increased. At least a dozen men and women stood with weapons ready and alert eyes scanning the darkness. I jerked my head back before someone noticed me. With the extra guards, I could be sure there were more archers with a vantage on the square, too. But I couldn’t worry about that—my best defense would be to move quickly once I was exposed.


  One by one, I opened the flasks of lamp oil and poured a wide strip across the street. The smell stung my nose, and I pulled a fold of the cloak up to filter it. Once the flasks had been emptied, I grabbed my ball of linen strips and soaked it in the puddled oil. I shoved the wet mass into one pocket and put the flint and steel into another.


  The crossbow still hung from my pants. I pulled it free and loaded a bolt.


  With the fire advancing through the edge of the city, buildings on the far side of the square cast long shadows across the open space. After a quick glance to identify landmarks—I didn’t want to run for the wrong alley later—I circled back and made my way along side streets, emerging in an alley mouth on the opposite side of the square. The well I’d hidden behind before stood about twenty paces away. A band of shadow connected my hiding spot with its position.


  With a deep breath, I dashed across the open space. Dropping beneath the low wall surrounding the well, I held my breath. After a few heartbeats, I peeked up over the wall to get a look at the gallows.


  The guards hadn’t seemed to notice me, thank the tides. In the stocks, Geren’s eyes were closed. Maybe they had actually let him fall asleep. But the healer’s eyes were open, her gaze keen. She was looking straight at me.


  I examined the spool of rope suspended over the well. A wooden crank would lower the bucket. But would it do it quietly? I had to hope so.


  Setting the crossbow on the cobbles, I unfastened my cloak and stuffed it into the bucket. The thin fabric wadded easily, filling just half the container.


  My heart pounded as I reached for the crank and ever so slowly began to turn it. The bucket dropped, creeping down into the well. The spindle made no noise, and the only sound was the quiet splashing when the bucket hit the water.


  I breathed a sigh of relief then began reeling the bucket back in.


  Unfortunately, the weight of the water pressed upon the crank. Wood rasped against wood, squealing.


  “Hey!” a guard called.


  An arrow skittered across the cobbles and hit the low wall right next to me. Jumping up, I cranked as fast as I could. The bucket came whizzing from the depths, and I yanked the cloak out as soon as I could reach it.


  I slapped the wet garment over my shoulders, snatched my crossbow, and sprinted for the shelter of the alley. Whirling, I saw four guards detach from their posts and run for me.


  Come on, Daonok, I thought. This is your chance.


  I yanked the flint and steel and oil-soaked bandage from my pockets. Dropping to a crouch, I flicked sparks onto the ball of linen. One speck of flame took, and the fabric began to smolder.


  With the tinder cupped in my hand, I jumped up and sprinted across the square. Arrows sparked when they hit the cobbles on either side of me, but I wove back and forth, Tyrak’s reflexes augmenting my own. At the mouth of the street where I’d spilled the oil, I turned. In the glow from the burning outskirts, I knew the guards would recognize me. I turned my face to the sky to make sure the light hit it full force.


  “Daonok!” I yelled for good measure before spinning and dropping the burning rag into the oil.


  The guards drew closer, and I waited while the flame found its way into the oil. A curl of smoke reached my nose an instant before the alley behind me ignited, bursting into light and heat. Tongues of fire stretched to the tops of buildings, higher than I’d expected even with what I’d seen of fires in the last hours. The heat nearly knocked me from my feet, and I felt the hairs on my bare arms curl and smolder.


  Still, I waited, hoping to glimpse Daonok. I pulled the wet cloak around my body and yanked the hood over my head. The guards were too close. I had to go. I whirled and stepped into flame. An arrow whizzed by my head.


  “Wait!” a man bellowed. “Don’t attack her. I want her alive.”


  When I broke from the curtain of fire, the searing heat blurred my vision. I blinked to clear it, stepping forward only to stop short. At least ten men blocked my passage. Ruffians, holding clubs and stones. In front of them, the beggar grinned.


  “Tough times,” he said. “Trader Ulstat put word out around the square. A fine reward for a girl who happens to look a lot like you. As for your smuggler friends, when they heard the whispers, they just melted away. That’s the way it goes with criminals, I guess.”


  I fought the impulse to raise the crossbow and shoot him through the throat. That wasn’t me. And it would be a waste of a bolt with ten thugs backing him up. Instead, I cinched the hood around my face and burst back through the fire, dashing into the square before I threw off the cloak. The fabric was hot now, steaming.


  Looking up, I skidded to a stop.


  From atop the gallows, Trader Ulstat grinned. His hand rested on Geren’s shoulder. The noose wrapped the boy’s neck. In front of the platform, a guard had Caffari in hand. The smuggler struggled against his grip, stopping when he laid his blade against her throat.


  “Plan would’ve worked if you’d come back on time,” Caffari spat. “And if your former . . . friend, Raav, hadn’t worked so hard to defend his new wife.”


  I gritted my teeth. There would be time to have this out with Caffari later—if we survived.


  My finger found the trigger for the crossbow. You know how to aim? I asked Tyrak. I didn’t even know if the weapon could hit Trader Ulstat from this distance. But it was worth a try.


  Do I look like a bow? I know how to pierce and slash. Not shoot.


  “All right, Councilor Boket. Ready to negotiate?” Trader Ulstat called. “You’re quick. Might be able to outrun my men. But then your friends would die.”


  I glanced to the left and noticed a pair of guards creeping closer. Pulling Tyrak out, I sidestepped away.


  “I have no reason to trust you,” I called back.


  Trader Ulstat nodded at a guardsman standing beside the stocks. “Let the healer go as a show of good faith.”


  The guard jabbed a key into the padlock, unfastened it, and lifted the wood from the woman’s neck and wrists. Like a coiled snake, she sprang, landing a fist in the man’s gut. He backhanded her, sending her crashing to the ground.


  “Brave, but unwise,” Trader Ulstat said. “Still, she’s free to leave when she recovers consciousness.”


  “Let Geren go, and we’ll talk,” I said.


  Trader Ulstat shook his head. Instead, he started fiddling with the noose. A tear slipped down Geren’s face.


  Like a sudden breeze, I felt a gentle brushing at my walls. Blinking, I opened a narrow gap.


  Lilik . . . Do as he says. There are ways to win this that don’t risk an innocent boy.


  My knees buckled. I would’ve known Nyralit’s voice anywhere, but hearing it in my head, I knew she was truly gone.


  I dropped my crossbow to the cobbles.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Three


   


   


  AS MY WEAPON hit the pavement, the trigger released. The bolt sailed across the square and clipped a guard in the arm. Caffari jumped at the distraction, elbowing her captor in the gut. Spinning, she punched him in the chin. The guard staggered back, dazed, and she yanked his short sword from his grip. With a vicious slash, she opened his throat. The other guards moved toward her, weapons raised.


  There are men coming up behind us, Tyrak said. Hide me. No time to run.


  Not that I’d leave while Skink’s neck was in the noose. Trader Ulstat still had the boy firmly in hand. I ran forward, ankle twinging again. The evenshade was wearing off. Good. It had made me stupid.


  As the men closed in on Caffari, she sprang from their path, catching hold of the gallows platform. Swinging a leg over, she hoisted herself up and jumped for Trader Ulstat and the boy. The man backpedaled, but he wasn’t her target. Mid-stride, Caffari yanked a knife from her boot. In one smooth motion, she grabbed the rope connected to the noose, sliced it in two, and heaved Geren over her shoulder. Two long strides took her to the edge of the platform, and she leaped to the ground, landing in a roll that somehow spared Geren the impact. A few heartbeats later, she had him in her arms again and was dashing from the square.


  Feet shook the ground behind me. At the last moment, I crouched, pretending to surrender. As the men surrounded me, I slipped Tyrak from his sheath and jabbed him down between the layers of linen holding my ankle splint in place. The wooden bulk of the supports would hide his shape.


  I hoped.


  Moments later, a sack fell over my head while rough hands yanked my arms behind my back.
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  A cavernous building, the refinery spread in darkness before me. Huge mounds of stone piled on the floor. Far across the room, mules stamped in their stalls, squealing and wild-eyed. Bats squeaked in the rafters, a sound that raised the hairs on my neck. But no matter how I tried to pay attention to the rest of my surroundings, the enormous furnace kept drawing my attention.


  In the massive belly of the oven, coal burned so hot that it flared white. The iron of the furnace glowed a dull red in the cracks and seams as if the entire thing would soon melt. And in a huge cauldron which hung above the furnace and flames, molten ore bubbled and steamed and sent splatters of red-hot slag out into the surrounding cleared area.


  With every spray of molten stone, I thought of Ioene and the magma deep inside her. Had the magic of Ioene’s fire come here, carried by the waves of Mieshk’s growing power?


  I was locked to a post, back tight against it, my arms pulled up and back. Lengths of chain fastened my wrists to bolts high in the rafters. The angle wrenched my shoulders, and the ache in the sockets radiated into my chest. My ankle throbbed, but I couldn’t take weight off of it. The moment I sagged lower, my shoulders threatened to dislocate.


  Tyrak did what he could, easing the hurt and propping up my strength. But I felt close to cracking. Only the gentle touch of Nyralit’s spirit kept me grounded.


  It had been about an hour since they dragged me into the building, fastened me to the post, and yanked the sack off my head. Trader Ulstat had not followed his guards to the refinery; most likely, he wanted me to suffer for a while before laying out his newest demands.


  Nyralit had remained quiet. She seemed to sense my desire to come to terms with her death. But we needed to talk now. At least, I needed to talk.


  I can’t believe you’re gone. I kept hoping you were just injured, I said. Tyrak joined his thoughts with mine, adding agreement to my statement.


  In truth, I hoped the same at first. I wanted it to be a dream. But I’m gone, moved on to a new existence. I had a good life. I take comfort in that.


  The heat from the furnace and the fumes from the molten rock stung my eyes. But the tear that slipped down my face was for Nyralit alone.


  You had an amazing life. What was it like going from daughter of a trader to strandmistress of the Nocturnai? I asked.


  She sent me a thread of amusement. It was a bit more complicated than that. I was a nightcaller first, on a long-ago Nocturnai. My talent was average, and our expedition was nothing extraordinary. But eight years later, when the next Nocturnai was organizing, the strandmistress took ill. The sickness stole the feeling from her legs and left her unable to walk. Tragic. But for me, it was a miracle. I had four older siblings and scarcely any inheritance to look forward to. The Nocturnai was desperate and took me on as strandmistress. It was Vidyul’s first voyage as captain, too. We were so young. Twenty-four and twenty-six. He was much the same then. Slimmer, with eyes full of fire. It took tremendous determination to rise from commoner to captain of the Nocturnai. I loved him within the first week we were under sail.


  The melancholy heartache that filled her voice made my chest hurt. Can you . . . Is he there with you?


  Pride joined Nyralit’s words. Vidyul is alive, Lilik! I’m certain of it. If Zyri’s Promise had sunk that night, his spirit would be here, tied to Araok Island. It gives me joy to know he beat Trader Ulstat. When you find him, tell him that for me.


  Of course, if I ever reunited with Captain Altak and his crew, I’d have to tell them about Nyralit’s death. What would I say? The captain and Nyralit had been in love for so many years. I didn’t think I could give him the news.


  But Nyralit’s words sent a shiver of hope through me. Zyri’s Promise was still afloat. My friends were still alive. Even if I didn’t get out of this, there was still a chance someone would manage to oust Mieshk.


  I will, I said. I’ll tell him.


  We tried to have a child, you know. We never succeeded, but I’d like to imagine she would’ve been someone like you.


  I’d like to imagine I can live up to that compliment. You would’ve been a wonderful mother, Nyralit. In a way you’re a mother to every nightcaller who sailed.


  She sent me a warm tendril of gratitude.


  What’s it like? The aether.


  Oh, Lilik. There’s madness all around. The Ulstat spirits and their loyal servants are full of hatred and anger, and a deep-abiding shame for the people they were.


  I’m confused about one thing, I said. Leesa said that the aether here is split. She summons worthy souls to her domain. So why are you among the Ulstats?


  I feel her. It’s like the sun calling me after days of rain, falling through the window in a golden beam. But I sense that I’d lose touch with you if I went now.


  Leesa said it hurts to be within the Ulstat domain. Are you in pain?


  I feel them attempting to tear at me. Not in a way that would harm me, but yes they want to cause pain. I concentrate and shove them away—though it’s wearying. Maybe it’s my skill in compulsion working even here.


  Possibly. As a former nightcaller, she did have the ability to command nightstrands, even if it had weakened as she’d aged. From Tyrak’s hiding spot inside my bandage, I felt a tingle of interest.


  I hadn’t learned whether spirits retain the soul priestess abilities they had in life, he said.


  Is that Tyrak? Nyralit asked, delight coloring her thought.


  It is, I said, smiling into the empty air. I wish there’d been another way for you to meet.


  She exuded comfort and peaceful acceptance. As do I, Lilik. But this is my fate, and we must move on from here. She paused as if thinking. For now, I’m tired. I need to see to my defenses if I’m to remain close.


  Of course, I said quickly. Do what you need.


  I’ll rejoin you soon, she said, affection warming her thoughts.


  I gritted my teeth as her sudden absence allowed the pain in my shoulders and ankle to surge forward.


  I’m tired, too, I said.


  In response, Tyrak surged through my body, lending his spirit. You can do this, he said. We’ll find a way to free you. We always do.


  My head swam in the heat from the furnace while I tried to believe his words. Unfortunately, I just couldn’t match his confidence.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Four


   


   


  MY MIND WAS drifting when the refinery’s outer door opened. From the streets, I heard shouts. The roar of flame, breaking glass. Trader Ulstat strode through the door, tailed by a single guard.


  “Comfortable?” he asked.


  I narrowed my eyes at him and said nothing. Behind the man, the ore pot bubbled, molten rock splashing and fuming. He seemed indifferent to the danger.


  “You know, I was content to just let you go free. I have Trader Ovintak’s allegiance now—he thinks you’re dead, by the way. Fortunately, my younger daughter has helped him through his grief.” The man paused to smirk. “In any case, with his resources, I’ll have little difficulty securing strong backs and arms for the fight on Ioene—you witnessed the ceremony, I assume.”


  I stared at the ceiling as if bored. Trader Ulstat clucked his tongue. In the mule stalls, one of the animals kicked, setting the wood shivering. From outside, I heard more screams.


  “By calling the most prominent gutterborn to witness, I made sure the city knows where they’ll find coin in the coming months. In just the last hour, close to a hundred men and women have come looking for work—it helps that the upper fringes of the city are burning. Lots of lost livelihoods.”


  “Why are you bothering me with this?” I forced myself to keep the same casual tone he used.


  “I’ve organized a fire brigade to defend the central district and House Ulstat,” he continued. “The line is holding . . . for now. Unfortunately, this building is difficult to defend.”


  “I’m really getting tired of your voice. It grates.”


  He showed his teeth. “On her deathbed, your friend Nyralit said she didn’t think my daughter, Mieshk, could be defeated without you. An exaggeration, I’m sure. But I’ll give you a chance to earn a quick death rather than a slow roasting. I need advice. Tell me how to win against my daughter, and I’ll give you the mercy of an arrow through the eye.”


  I thinned my walls. Beyond my mental barriers, the battle for the aether still raged. I sensed Nyralit in the swirling midst of the Ulstat strands, a beacon of righteousness. I didn’t distract her; she needed to focus.


  “Nothing you threaten will make me help you.”


  After what I’d learned from Nyralit, I had no doubt in that conviction. Captain Altak was alive. He would return to Ioene with whatever help he could find. I had to believe he would succeed. There was no reason to support Trader Ulstat, no need to choose between leaving Ioene to Mieshk or handing it to her father. I just wished Raav had known for certain about Zyri’s Promise. Maybe it would have kept him from marrying that girl.


  “Hmm. Well, I’ll give you some time to consider. Because I understand you, Lilik. You believe in kindness and charity and protecting the innocents. You haven’t asked what happened to Caffari’s friends after we disrupted their attack on my House. The answer is I let them go, sent them into the city and onto the coast road carrying my demands for loyalty. Gutterborn are fleeing Ilaraok along the coast and forming mobs in the hills. My message is simple. Stop, return to the city, and swear fealty at the gates to House Ulstat. Those who do will be given refuge.”


  He paused as if eager for a question. Finally, I rolled my eyes. “Refuge from what?”


  “From my cannon, of course. You may have heard I’ve had them moved closer to the city and coast road. A few hours from now, my guards will fire a hundred cannon balls upon the city outskirts and the departing caravans.”


  I tried not to react, but I grimaced anyway. I envisioned pulling the lever to send Trader Ulstat plunging from the gallows, noose around his neck.


  “Unless you help me, of course. I can be merciful, given proper motivation.”


  Sneering, he turned on his heels and strode from the building.
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  My shoulders were pulling out of their sockets. Around my wrists, the iron manacles were rubbing my flesh raw. Sweat streamed down my face as heat seeped into the building. But I wasn’t worried about the fires outside. Thirty paces away, the ore pot that dangling above the white-hot flames in the furnace had a crack. Just a seam now, where molten ore oozed through, surging now again like red drool. Red-hot ore dribbled from the bottom of the cauldron, splattering on the furnace below, occasionally splashing just a body length from me. From the bubbling mass within, a blob of molten rock sprayed and landed in a tuft of straw dropped by a groomsman during the mules’ last feeding. The straw smoldered and smoked and went out. But every time I looked up, the crack in the ore pot grew. It could break wide at any moment. And as soon as it did, molten metal and rock as hot as Ioene’s lava would wash over me, a wave of death.


  Again I yanked at the shackles. My shoulders popped and creaked, and the pain in my raw wrists was like rubbing sand in my eyeballs. But it kept me awake. Alert.


  I needed that pain because it was time to fight.


  Nyralit, I called into the aether. I’m out of time. But I have an idea—I need you.


  She rushed to me, her spirit anxious.


  What is it? What can I do?


  I want to bind my spirit with yours. A duskweaving of our souls.


  Anything. Just tell me how.


  Tyrak interrupted, furious. Are you mad? So resigned to dying that you’re just trying to do it on your own terms? The Ulstats will shred you.


  Wait, I said. Listen. Nyralit is skilled in compulsion. She can defend me. With our joint strength, maybe my Need will help us to break the shackles and get out of here to stop the cannons.


  That won’t work, he said. Not even close. The power in a spirit binding comes from using your vitality to bring hundreds, even thousands, of souls together. Otherwise, it’s like you and Nyralit trying to break an iron shackle with just your hands.


  Okay, then we must bind more strands. Can you compel the Ulstats strands to bend their will to mine? I asked Nyralit.


  It’s all I can do to keep them from turning my mind inside out. I can hold them at bay, but that’s where my strength ends.


  Then we pull from Leesa’s domain, I said. You can feel her summons. I’ll bind my spirit to yours, and you can take me there.


  Wait! Tyrak said. If you leave your body, you’ll die.


  I won’t leave my body, I said. I only want Nyralit to help me build a bridge. The Silent Queen told me that the battle for the aether teeters in the balance. We might even tip it by joining our strength to theirs.


  That’s all just guesses and hopes, Tyrak said. I felt his anger thrumming from his hiding spot against my lower leg. He projected his thoughts deep into the aether, practically shouting. Nyralit, do you remember that night in House Ulstat when Lilik was screaming, and you had to stay with her? That was the result of her last attempt at this, and she almost died. Actually, no. That’s not true. It would have been worse than death. There would have been nothing but tattered scraps left.


  I felt Nyralit’s consternation. I assume he’s telling the truth, Lilik . . . she said.


  He is, but this is different. Anyway, what other choice do we have? Another blob of rock oozed from the crack in the cauldron. The edges of the rent began to curl outward while the walls of the pot bulged, glowing as they thinned. My heart thudded against my ribs.


  Will you guys just clap shut and listen to me? We don’t have much time.


  But Tyrak kept on arguing. Caffari’s band. They could save you. Or Raav could come to his senses.


  Raav thinks I’m dead, Tyrak. Darkness waits on all sides. Leesa saw it. But my Need chose this path. My duskwoven actions in the mine killed twenty men. If Nyralit and I had escaped during the battle rather than joining forces with Caffari, Nyralit might still be alive. There will always be other possibilities. There will always be the chance to ask “what if?” But this is my choice. My risk. And I believe I can do it.


  I can’t lose you, he said.


  You have to see reality, Tyrak. If this doesn’t work, you’ve lost me anyway. Hope won’t shield us from fire.


  Tyrak withdrew into a sullen ball of irritation. But he was done arguing; I could sense it.


  Will you help me try? I asked Nyralit.


  My conscience screams against it, she said.


  Your conscience, or your courage? I asked, more harshly than I intended. But time was too short for apologies. You don’t want to be responsible if something goes wrong. I know how you feel. And to tell the truth, Ashhi was the one who pointed out when I was doing the same. I didn’t want to be the one to choose my family’s deaths. I wanted to blame it on Trader Ulstat. But were both stronger than that, so please help me.


  She sighed, and I remembered the expression that often crossed her face in these situations. A resigned, bemused acceptance.


  All right, Lilik. Let’s begin.
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  I opened a gap in my barrier, reaching for the strandmistress who had been my mentor, my friend, and something like a mother to me. At first, our contact was no stronger than the bond I shared with Tyrak, but as I open wider, she accepted my spirit’s embrace. Beyond the shell she created to hold us, I felt the tormented nightstrands battering our bond. Trusting Nyralit, I fell deeper still, allowing my mind and spirit to open to the aether and the nightstrands. The Ulstats assaulted me, stretching my concentration to the limit. But I felt Nyralit digging in, throwing the maddened strands backward.


  I sensed the Silent Queen’s domain ahead. Or maybe all around—as the nightstrands claimed, there was no real sense of distance or direction when it came to the aether. Nyralit had described a golden beam of sunshine, but for me, the call to Leesa’s realm felt like a glimpse of my years of friendship with Paono. Warm and comforting and constant. And so simple. With Leesa, I could be free of my worries. No longer crushed by my responsibilities.


  I wanted to dash for that realm, to dive in and feel the warmth surrounding my spirit. But a dark sea separated me from that comfort.


  Stay with me, Nyralit said. Let me build you a path.


  Behind me, yet not behind—I had no words to describe the feeling—a silvery thread bound me to my body. Distantly, I heard the bubbling rock, the squealing mules, the roar of fire and wind in the city beyond. Tyrak’s smoldering frustration tugged on the thread, too.


  Between the Silent Queen’s domain and me, a tunnel of stars unfurled, twinkling lights on all sides. I stepped forward and felt the crush of torment, the Ulstats pressing in. But Nyralit’s barriers held. Leesa’s domain swelled to greet me like a tranquil aquamarine pool. At the last minute, when I felt the torment and madness of the Ulstats leaking through the seams in Nyralit’s defense, I dove. Love and joy and kindness and peace swallowed me.


  Moments later, I heard Tyrak’s panicked yell.


  I felt for him with my spirit sense. What was wrong? From far away, his panic fluttered against the aether. But I couldn’t hear him. Not with my awareness so consumed by Leesa and the spirits in her congregation.


  Around me, spirits conversed. Not into my thoughts, but as if talking inside a large room. Their voices filled my surroundings, neither near nor far, whispered nor yelled. I was part of the space, within the domain.


  I hadn’t realized I could enter the aether in this way. Somewhere, in the back of my mind, worry stirred. Maybe this wasn’t supposed to happen.


   


  


  Chapter Twenty-Five


   


   


  “HELLO, LILIK,” a man said. I sensed him beside me. Or at least, I sensed his attention on me. I couldn’t see him precisely, but I had an image of how he looked in life. His brown eyes were warm, and hair the color of melted chocolate curled over his brow.


  Hello,” I said, giving voice to my words. The sound came from my spirit, drifting across the aether.


  As I widened my perception, more souls crowded around me, their images strong in my inner sight. Nyralit stood in her flowing silks, her hair long and shining. I didn’t need an introduction to recognize Leesa Ulstat. She wore the simple clothing of a servant. Her dark hair was pulled back and fastened at the nape of her neck, and a smile sat comfortably on her face.


  She gestured at the man who’d spoken to me. “This is Eron,” she said.


  It took me a moment to understand. “Your lover. He was imprisoned in the mine.” She nodded, inclining her head. So they were together after all, even if they’d never reunited in life.


  The spirits stood upon the ground that wasn’t ground, and beyond, in the vast emptiness of the aether, points of light twinkled. I knew immediately that they were the souls of the living.


  “Can I go to them?” I asked.


  “The living draw us. Perhaps the better question is, can you resist?” Eron said. “When you arrived on Araok Island, many of us nearly lost our minds. The desire to bask in your light was so strong, but you were . . . with the others. The tormented ones.”


  As he spoke, I felt that oily sense of the Ulstat domain. It lurked so close, all around but unable to touch me. And behind it, as if shoring up the madness of the Ulstats, a great malevolence lurked.


  I pried my perception away from the sensations, queasy just at the thought of entering their domain. A brief moment of confusion followed. Hadn’t I come through their part of the realm, though? How long ago was that? Time seemed so strange.


  I pondered that until, all at once, a cluster of living souls flared red, then black.


  A pained expression crossed Leesa’s face. Eron’s spirit moved and . . . blended with hers. But in the images that filled my mind, they were embracing, not intermingled. It was so confusing, yet I understood at the same time. This was simply how it was for the dead.


  But I wasn’t dead. Once again the unease scratched at my thoughts.


  “What happened to them? Why are they black?”


  A young girl stood near Leesa. “They’re afraid,” she said solemnly. “It’s like that for so many Araokan.”


  Leesa laid a hand on her shoulder. “It’s not just fear. It’s terror.”


  “Of what?”


  Eron vanished from the scene. I don’t know how much time passed, but eventually he was back. “Be ready to call them, Leesa,” he said. “Let me know if I can help.”


  “Call them?” The memory tickled my mind. Leesa Ulstats summoned the newly dead to her realm.


  I blinked, and two of the living sparks that had turned black with fear vanished. Leesa closed her eyes and folded her hands over her belly. She swayed slightly. Materializing from nothing and nowhere, a man and woman appeared in the aether beside us. Panicked, they shrieked and yelled, and Lisa’s congregation fell upon them, surrounding them with love.


  “The cannon! Where’s Pirri? Where’s my baby?” The woman tried to pull away from the spirits.


  Leesa Ulstat seemed to grow bigger as if her heart swelled to hold them inside. “Your child is still alive,” she said. “Here, let me show you.”


  At once, I felt my attention drawn to a little spark that twinkled yellow against the fathomless aether. “She’s laughing,” you see. “A neighbor has her. They’re running.”


  I glanced at Nyralit. A wrinkle on her brow mirrored my strange feeling of unease. I’d come here for a reason. Time was short, but I had difficulty with the concept.


  The cannon . . . At once, I felt Tyrak again. He shoved his way through madness and reached for me.


  Lilik, whatever you’re going to do. Do it now. There’s no time.


  The duskweaving. Of course. I’d come to bind these spirits to my Need. How much time had passed?


  My walls were already gone—I couldn’t open any farther to the aether. Yet the only bond I held was with Nyralit. How to begin?


  Chewing my illusory lip, I imagined how it would feel to be one with this group of spirits, infused into the fabric of their realm. One by one, I reached for the souls. But in my mind’s eye, I took each spirit by the hand. At our contact, rapturous expressions lit their faces. I pulled each soul close, knotting them to me.


  “You Need us,” someone mumbled.


  ““It’s like before, only stronger,” another said.


  “Lilik,” Leesa whispered. “Do you sense it? The choice?”


  I closed my mind to the images projected within the aether, shutting out Leesa’s congregation and the twinkling sparks of the living. As before, the whirl of possibility surrounded me, a vast, incomprehensible tumult. Yet within the storm, I picked out first one vortex, and then another, swirling close then whipping away. In both, I sensed destruction. A slow, agonizing darkness, or a fiery torrent. Either would serve my need. Somehow, I knew that when I stepped forward, one of the whirlwinds would suck me in. But I had no way to know which.


  “Time is short,” Leesa said. “The Need is almost too much for us.”


  The spinning futures were dizzying. Hypnotic. I lost track of the vortices, but felt them waiting. My control over the duskweaving started to slip. Desperate, I leaped into fortune’s grasp.


  I felt as if I were expanding. Growing to fill the space. The filthy depravity of the Ulstat realm retreated even as it pressed harder against us. My weave unfurled across the aether, blanketing the taint of the Ulstats. The maddened strands were suffocating, confined in a smaller and smaller space. Their anger and torment only strengthened as they were forced into the crush. But they were helpless against the constant press of our joined spirits.


  The ball of rage grew blacker and denser. Their hatred was a whirling sphere falling beneath our tide. And all at once, they chose fire.


  The aether flashed with the concussion as hundreds of dead Ulstats and their loyal servants disintegrated, giving themselves to the fire in the same way that Mieshk fed strands to Ioene. Following the first detonation, a wave of writhing strands flashed to life inside the collapsing bubble of the Ulstat domain. Newly dead, flashing into the aether in a burst of malevolence only to explode as they, too, joined with the fire. Somewhere in the world beyond the aether, dozens of Ulstats and their loyalists were dying.


  What had happened? On Ioene, each strand given to the fire had brought anger and spume from the volcano. Lava had coursed down the mountainside while ash sprayed high toward the heavens. No volcano burned inside Araok Island. Yet the fire had unleashed destructive fury all the same. I just had no idea what form it had taken.


  Under the assault of the Ulstat strands’ final act, I felt the weave tattering, burning away at the edges, and focused every drop of my will to hold it together. The spirits bound to me cried out, despaired, then accepted my urging and strengthened their resistance.


  We held firm against the Ulstats’ final blast of destruction.


  And in the silence that followed, I heard someone sobbing. A man. Raav?


   


  [image: Image]


   


  A strange hush filled the aether, quieting the odd cry I’d heard. Or maybe it had been my imagination. I remembered Raav. In the past, I thought I might have fallen in love with him. But he’d married someone else.


  After a while, souls shook free of the daze. One by one, I released my hold on the spirits. Taking children and the elderly, mothers and cobblers and blacksmiths by the hand, I squeezed with affection and then released contact.


  The aether woke, murmurs rising to a babble that hummed through the space.


  Once I’d finished unraveling the weave, Leesa stood before me. She fixed me with a kind expression.


  “It’s been centuries, from what I understand of time,” she said. “Thank you for finally cleansing our realm.”


  I furrowed my brow, hearing her words, but wondering how she couldn’t feel it. The Ulstat domain had winked from existence, but the pressing doom still lingered at the fringe of the aether. I sensed that I should recognize it, but trying to seriously consider anything felt like pulling my thoughts out of sticky mud. I could recall one fact, though. The Ulstats weren’t gone. Only the spirits of their dead had obliterated themselves.


  “There will be more. The Ulstat line continues.”


  “But maybe we can guide them now. We no longer need to battle the weight of centuries of hatred.”


  Nyralit appeared beside me. She cupped my face in her hand. “You don’t belong here, Lilik. Not yet.”


  I nodded but struggled to recall why. That sob. It couldn’t really have been Raav, could it? He had married Ashhi, right?


  “It’s hard to remember things,” I said.


  “It’s because you’re divided.” Eron held Leesa’s hand. When had he reappeared? “Most of your spirit is here. But some lingers inside your body, waiting for your return.”


  “How do you know that?” I looked down at myself. Embarrassingly, I was wearing the sort of tattered clothes that were all my family could afford before I left on the Nocturnai. My sandals clung to my feet with ragged straps, and the pants ended halfway up my shins.


  “Because your light is in two places.”


  The memory of a silvery thread rose in my thoughts. I looked around—where had it gone? I saw only the other spirits, the vast nothingness of the aether, the countless sparks of the living. And beyond, the lurking malevolence that was both green-black and colorless. Heavy and encroaching, and not there at all.


  “But I don’t know how to leave,” I said.


  “The other part of your light,” Leesa said. “Can you see it?”


  I felt my attention nudged to a silvery glow that brightened and waned. Flared and faded. “That’s me?”


  She nodded. “Go to it.”


  As I stared at the light, it grew brighter as if swimming up to greet me. Another spark stood beside it, shining a deep, royal blue tinged with streaks of violet-black.


  “The blue and black are colors of grief and fear,” the Silent Queen said.


  I reached out to touch the blue light, and Raav’s awareness exploded in my mind. He was crying, clutching something close, awash with despair. I remembered now. He had married Ashhi. But this grief . . . it wasn’t for her.


  “Raav!” I said.


  “He can’t hear you.”


  “Is he with my . . . body?”


  Leesa nodded. I circled around the two lights, one roiling in pain, one scarcely there at all. Raav’s presence here, his anguish meant that he still cared. That was clear. But I understood little else.


  “What’s happening to me? To my body?”


  Leesa dipped hands into Raav’s light. “Your body is in grave danger. The fires are so close,” she said, her voice tight with sudden fear. “But it may not matter, because your spirit is dying as fast as the danger approaches.”


  I reached for the silvery light, the last spark of spirit filling my body. It shied away from my grip. I snatched again, but it squirted away. As I watched, the light began to fade.


  “Lilik!” Raav cried. His voice sounded as if he spoke in a cavern miles away. “I’m trying! Please don’t die. I can’t go on without you.”


  Again I tried to join my body, diving for the light. Again, my spirit slipped away, like a bead of oil on a skim of water.


  “What can I do, Leesa?” I asked, desperate.


  As I spoke, my light dimmed again.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Six


   


   


  “TELL ME WHAT to do!” I shrieked. The vastness of the aether muffled my voice, stealing the fear from it.


  Leesa’s eyes were full of compassion—and sadness. “I don’t know, Lilik.”


  “What did you do with his spirit?” I asked. “I felt his emotions when I brushed his spark, but I want to see what’s happening, too.”


  She nodded. “When sparks burn as brightly as his does, we can sometimes perceive the world through them. Especially when their emotions are heightened.”


  “Show me. If I’m going to die, I want to know how. I want to be there.”


  Nyralit laid an incorporeal hand on my shoulder. “Are you sure? It won’t bring you peace.”


  “Yes. Show me. Please.”


  “Very well.” With a nod of assent, Leesa mingled part of her spirit with mine, giving the sense that our hands joined. She led me forward and guided me into Raav’s spark.


  The world exploded in fire and fear. Across the refinery, the mules screamed as they died. Flame licked the far wall, and a choking smoke rolled across the ceiling. But the real danger was closer. The crack in the ore pot ran from the rim all the way to the bottom. Molten metal and rock bubbled out. Above the pot, the chain securing it was red-hot. It would give at any moment, releasing the cauldron and a deluge of lava.


  “Hang on, Lilik!”


  Through Raav’s eyes, I saw my body slumped against the post. I hung from the shackles, chains wrenching my shoulders. Despite the heat, my face had a waxen, gray pallor.


  Sweat streamed from Raav’s pores, stinging his eyes and blurring his vision. Running his hand along my arm, he stopped at the iron cuff and pried at it with his fingers. Nothing. Nearby, a small, steel-headed mallet lay on the floor. He snatched it and pulled my arm, trying to place a length of chain against the post. He hoped to smash the links to break them. No use—the chain wouldn’t reach.


  Raav’s eyes shot to the bolts holding my chains to the rafter. He whipped his head around, searching. A ladder rested against the closest wall. Splinters dug into his skin as he lifted it and leaned it against the rafter. When he stepped on the first rung, the top of the ladder skidded off the rafter. He fell, elbow cracking the floor, ladder clattering down atop him.


  Head lolling, eyes half-lidded, my body gave no reaction to his fall.


  Raav tried again, balancing the ladder, tested it. Satisfied, he ran toward the wall and grabbed an ore pick from a hook. He scrambled up the ladder, pick in hand. His first strike missed the bolt. The pick’s sharp point lodged in the wood. Grunting, Raav worked it back and forth until it popped free. The sudden movement flung his body away from the ladder like a barn door swinging wide. Only a desperate grab for the rafter kept him from falling.


  Again he struck, and this time sparks flew from the soft metal of the bolt. He aimed again, and finally gouged a link in the chain. Another miss, and the swing after that bit into the chain again. Holstering the ore pick through his belt loop, Raav grabbed the chain and pried. The link bent but didn’t break. He whacked it again with the pick, and finally, the link broke. The length of chain binding my right arm crashed to the floor. My body toppled, boneless, to the floor with my left arm still tugged toward the ceiling.


  Raav half-climbed, half-jumped down the ladder and ran to me. Above the furnace, the chain holding the ore pot groaned.


  He laid a finger against the pulse point in my neck. After far too much time, a single heartbeat pushed the blood through my veins.


  “Just hold on, Lilik! Just a minute more.” He pressed his lips to my forehead and searched the area. Leaping up, he grabbed a shovel, set the flat blade on the earthen floor, then scooted my body back to give slack in the chain binding my left wrist. Laying it across the shovel, he took aim and struck with the pick. The first hit glanced off, sending the chain skittering away. Raav bit his lip, grabbed the chain, and breathed deep to gather his focus.


  The cauldron fell, plummeting down, glancing off the furnace, whirling in the air. Molten metal splattered the refinery. Gobs landed on either side of us, lighting wood and straw where they landed. The massive pot bounced then rolled, a stream of fire following. Like molasses, lava oozed from the cauldron. Ten paces away. Five. The bottoms of Raav’s shoes were about to burst into flame.


  He closed his eyes again. Swallowed. Struck.


  The chain broke in two.


  Yelling through gritted teeth, Raav scooped me in his arms and sprinted for the door. He leaped the line of fire where the cauldron had left a trail of molten metal. Shouldered aside the door, and stepped into full, bright daylight.


  At once, my strength waned and I lost my connection with Raav’s spirit.
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  The aether felt cold, as if I might expand so far I’d dissipate into nothing.


  “It’s a strain on your spirit to conform to another’s spark,” Leesa explained.


  “My spark . . . am I gone?”


  She shook her head. “Fading. Here. Let me help you recover.”


  From the edges of my spirit, a hum of energy penetrated, tickling like the hum of a swarm of bees. I felt rejuvenated. Whole again.


  “Thank you.”


  Leesa nodded. “Of course.” Her voice sounded thinner. Less substantial. I hoped she would recover whatever she’d given me.


  Once again, I was able to perceive Raav’s spark and the scrap of my spirit beside it. Concentrating, I tried to join with my body in the same way Leesa had shown me with Raav’s spark. But my spark just fled my grasp, fading with the energy spent.


  “Can you hold it?” I asked Leesa.


  In her projected image, she chewed her lip. Reaching forward, she cradled my spark. But when I extended toward it, the silvery veil just spread thin, stretching and fading and threatening to wink out entirely.


  “I don’t know what else to do but keep a vigil,” I said finally. “Will you stay with me?”


  “Nothing could make me leave,” Nyralit said.


  “Nor I,” said the Silent Queen.


  Before me, Raav’s spark throbbed, a deep blue-violet. A black halo fringed his light. I had so many questions. How had he found me? How had he escaped the Ulstats? The daylight had come again. When? My skewed perception of time made the questions even harder to answer. But at least my thoughts were clearer now. So close to my body, I no longer felt I was losing track of myself.


  I traced the shape of my fading spark as it flowed, silvery, in the air before me. The tranquility of the aether lent a sense of calm. I suspected the serenity here was Leesa’s doing. I remembered the confusion and torment that had permeated the aether in my home city of Istanik. No channelers had been ready to guide Istaniker souls to their next existence. None worked here on Araok either, but Leesa and her congregation made up for it by receiving the newly dead with love and compassion.


  My body’s spark was a dull gray now. Not much longer.


  Out of habit, I closed my eyes to the surrounding aether and reached for Tyrak. A shock traveled my spirit when I felt his contact. But his response was strange. Separate. It felt almost like I sensed his spirit through a thick pane of glass.


  Can you hear me? I asked.


  I felt confusion from him. A thrashing of attention as he searched for me. But no words entered the aether. It made sense; Tyrak could speak to other nightstrands, but only when I provided a conduit with my channeling ability. Without me or another channeler, he would never speak to Zyri again. Only an ability like mine could break the thick glass that kept them apart.


  “Raav?” I asked. Nothing.


  At least Raav and I would never be separated like Tyrak and Zyri. Neither of us would be stolen from the aether and eternally imprisoned in a nightforged object. Someday, he would die and join me again. For his sake, I hoped it would be many years before that happened.


  As my spirit began its final fade to black, Raav’s anguish grew to a boiling, blue-black cloud around his spark. Desperate to be with him during my final moments, I dove inside his light. His emotions consumed me. Regret for the future we’d never share. Hatred for what the Ulstat’s had done. A strange . . . pity for Ashhi. But almost every drop of his soul focused on me. Immersed in his spark, I felt my body in his arms. My skin was growing cold, my heart no longer beating.


  He leaned to kiss me, and I felt the cool texture of my unmoving lips beneath his. My head rolled on his forearm, face falling away from his as he straightened.


  “Rot, Lilik!” he cursed. “Why?”


  Anger flooded his body. It sizzled through his veins while his muscles tensed beneath the fine fabric of his wedding tunic. And just as quickly as it had come, the rage vanished.


  “I wish we’d had a chance,” he whispered, running his thumb along my cheekbone. I felt his hand run across my knee, the roughness of my linen bandages beneath his fingers, the rigid wooden slats of my splint. Underneath his fingers, Tyrak was a strange, angular shape hidden in the bandage.


  Lilik! Tyrak’s thought blasted through Raav and into my mind.


  Raav jerked. “What?”


  “Tyrak? You can hear me?” I said, still speaking aloud within the aether.


  Oh, thank the tides. Lilik! You’re dying!


  “I know. I can’t get back. I’m sorry.”


  Raav squeezed his head between his hands. “What’s going on?”


  Can he hear me? Tyrak asked.


  Raav? I thought.


  “Who’s there?” he asked.


  Raav. It’s . . . Tyrak. Lilik’s dagger. Can you hear me?


  Raav’s brows drew together; I felt a headache forming behind his eyes. Confusion bubbled through his thoughts, coloring his spark a scintillating aquamarine.


  “I . . . I think so,” he said.


  Can you hear Lilik?


  Raav brushed strands of hair off my face. He shook his head, chest hitching in a silent sob. “She’s gone, Tyrak. Her heart stopped.”


  She’s . . . I think her spirit is inside you. Her channeling ability is opening your thoughts to me.


  “Lilik?”


  “Yes! I’m here.”


  She’s trying to talk to you, Tyrak said.


  But Raav just shook his head, sucking his lower lip between his teeth and gently biting it. “I don’t hear anything.”


  “Lilik,” Nyralit said. Viewed from within the blue glow of Raav’s spirit, she looked as if she were underwater. A desperate expression tightened her face as she gestured toward my spark.


  The silver-tinted shadow was just a faint hint now, translucent and ethereal.


  “Tyrak, will you tell him I’m sorry? Tell him to get to Ioene. To rebuild Ashkalan.”


  I will, Lilik. I expected to hear anger in Tyrak’s voice. I hadn’t listened to his warnings, and now I was lost. But the only emotion coming from him was fathomless grief. I sent gratitude for our friendship through our bond. Love and affection and regret. I should have listened.


  I’m so sorry, Ty—


  My words died. Abruptly and against my will, I was being forced from Raav’s spirit. Back into the emptiness of the aether.


  “What’s happening?” I asked, panicked. Was this the final end? The last gasp of my life’s spark? I tried to swim back inside Raav’s life force, to feel him holding my body for the last moments.


  Lilik? No! Not yet! Tyrak called, desperate.


  “Lilik!” Nyralit said, breathless. Delight and hope mixed on her face.


  “Nyralit! Help!” I yelled. “I’m not ready.”


  Another shove, and I was exposed. Naked and alone with nothing but the aether’s void surrounding me. Again I dove for Raav, only to be stopped short.


  “I can’t believe I didn’t think of it,” she said. “Don’t fight me. Please.”


  Another shove. This time my spirit plummeted toward the fading ghost inside my body. Nyralit had asked me not to resist, but I had no hope of fighting this. The compulsion was irresistible.


  Of course. She was using her ability as a soul priestess. Like the Ulstat nightstrands, I had no choice but to obey her commands. And right now, she commanded my spirit to rejoin my body.


  I passed through the veil separating life and death like smoke through a curtain of frigid beads. Chilled to the core, I landed inside my body. My blood was syrup, my heart a lump of clay. I tried to draw breath, but couldn’t find the strength.


  Raav laid his lips over mine and breathed warmth into my lungs.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


   


   


  THE SUNLIGHT FALLING on my skin was like warm honey, drenching me in sweetness. Overhead, gulls circled in the breeze rising off the harbor. The smell of smoldering embers drifted over the water, its surface scattered with half-burned planks, bobbing casks, and rowboats filled with frightened gutterborn.


  I lay near the edge of the wharf, upon packed earth where the northern coast road curved up and away from the harbor. My head was pillowed on Raav’s jacket, while a ratty blanket, probably pulled off of one of the docked ships, covered my shivering body. I didn’t know how long we’d been here. I could remember little after Nyralit forced me from the aether.


  Tyrak? I asked.


  Shh, he said sharply. No spirit contact. Not now. You’re still too fragile.


  Later?


  Yes, now clap shut.


  I blinked, weakened by the conversation, and drifted again. Later, when I found the strength to turn my face to Raav’s, a shaky sigh left his body.


  I squinted in an attempt to understand the situation in the city. The smell of smoke told me fires still burned, but I couldn’t hear the roar or the crackle of a true inferno nor see a towering curtain of flame.


  “What happened?”


  “There’s so much to tell,” he said.


  “The fires?”


  “Doused. Mostly.”


  I closed my eyes, relieved.


  “Still thinking of others first, I see,” he said, tracing one of my eyebrows with the tip of his finger. Another sigh swelled his chest. “I thought I’d lost you, Lilik. Your heart stopped.”


  I tried to smile but lacked the strength. “To tell the truth, you almost did lose me. Even I realize it this time.”


  “The Ulstats told me you were dead once before. I didn’t want to believe them, but I saw the blood. And you were gone. It nearly crushed me.”


  “They told you that the morning after we vanished?”


  He nodded. “They said you and Nyralit made the mistake of attacking the guards. I didn’t know what to think. But you were gone, so I had to consider the possibility that they were telling the truth.”


  “Is that why you married her?”


  He flinched then shook his head. “The day after they said you’d died was the worst of my life. I couldn’t sleep so I was out wandering the hallways. I thought if I kept moving I could forget. Or hurt a little less, anyway. It didn’t work. While I was out, I caught one of Trader Ulstat’s spies coming out of a hidden door.” Raav stopped speaking, his face awash with emotion. The muscles in his jaw rippled beneath his cheek.


  “What is it?” I asked.


  “He didn’t see me, thank the tides. But I’ll never know whether he worked for House Ulstat out of loyalty or because he had no choice. The worst part of it is, it wasn’t that hard. Just my hands around his neck. My forehead smashing his nose.”


  He looked away, shame on his face. I wasn’t sure what to say. We’d both killed before. We’d shared the regret and the guilt and the questions about what sort of people that made us. But the only reassurances I could come up with were empty. Instead, I raised a trembling arm and slid fingers along his jaw. The effort was too much; my arm flopped down.


  “Nyralit’s gone,” I said. My voice broke on the words.


  He clenched his jaw, fighting tears. “I thought so. We can’t let it be for nothing.”


  I swallowed. “But she told me Captain Altak is alive—she’s sure of it. He may already be on the way to Ioene.”


  “I don’t understand how anyone could sail those waters now,” he said, looking out over the harbor to the strait beyond. Enormous waves crashed along the coast, throwing spray high into the sky. My duskweaving had forced back the darkness, most likely because the Ulstats strands had given it a foothold. With Leesa’s congregation filling the aether, it would be much more difficult for the lurking evil to intrude. But Mieshk was still growing stronger.


  “We’ll have to try. There’s no other choice.”


  He nodded, grim-faced.


  “How did you find me, Raav?”


  “It goes back to what I was saying about the spy corridors. After I killed the man, I dragged him into the tunnels within the walls. They’re dark. Narrow. Better than trying to hide him in my room, that’s for sure. Anyway, I heard voices through the wall and found a peephole into Trader Ulstat’s study. He was talking about you to a guardsman. I was so relieved, Lilik. It almost pushed away my guilt over the killing. Trader Ulstat said they were laying a trap for you at the gallows. I knew I couldn’t fight my way off the grounds, and I didn’t think I’d manage to sneak out. I thought my best chance of helping you was to earn their trust. So I agreed to the wedding.”


  “I saw the ceremony.” I didn’t mention the kiss. I didn’t think I could without sounding jealous. Whatever he’d done, I had to take him at his word that it was for me.


  The knot of cartilage in his neck bobbed when he swallowed. “Going through with that ceremony was almost as difficult as dealing with the knowledge that I’m a murderer.”


  I forced strength into my arm to reach for him. He accepted my open hand in his palm and traced circles on my skin. “I thought maybe they’d let me leave the grounds after Ashhi and I were married, but Trader Ulstat locked me in a new chamber near Ashhi’s bedroom. I was inside when a group of rogues attacked.”


  “Caffari,” I said.


  “I kicked the door open when I heard the fighting in the hall. The guards had already overpowered the intruders—nothing I did would change the outcome. But I thought I might earn the Ulstats’ trust by jumping in.”


  A cloud crossed the sun, and I shivered. Despite the day’s warmth, I couldn’t shake the feeling that dusk lingered at the edge of my awareness. That the shadows were deeper than they’d been a few days before.


  “Caffari said you fought to protect Ashhi.” At the memory of the smuggler’s words, I felt a faint echo of hurt. But I brushed it away. Even if I couldn’t master my feelings, at least I could banish the invalid ones.


  He smiled a bit crookedly. “I’m glad it looked that way from the outside. In truth, she was about to sink a letter opener into the back of someone’s neck. I made it look like a clumsy attempt to defend her when I knocked her arm away.”


  “Did they trust you after?”


  He sighed. “Maybe a little. That or they couldn’t spare someone to fix the lock on my door. In any case, I slipped out later and ducked into the spy tunnels. Listening through the walls, I heard that Trader Ulstat had captured and imprisoned you in the main refinery. I heard about the approaching fires. Problem was, he had guards on every door. Patrolling the wall, and standing two-deep at the gate. I decided to try an escape anyway—maybe I could find a section of wall where no one was watching.”


  “And you did. You escaped.”


  He shrugged. “I suspect you had a little something to do with it. I was still outside when . . . whatever it was that you did happened. A portion of the back wall toppled early—I got out just in time.”


  “They chose fire,” I mumbled. “Raav, what happened to the Ulstats?”


  Moving to a crouch, he tucked one arm under my neck and the other into the crooks of my knees, lifting me easily from the street.


  “I’ll show you,” he said.
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  My strength was returning. By the time we reached the ruins of the Ulstat grounds, I could stand on my own. I walked with Raav’s help, leaning heavily on his arm. It felt strange, just the two of us. Nyralit’s absence was a gaping hole, and though I was glad to have sent my family to safety, I missed them.


  House Ulstat was gone. Erased. Looking over the yawning pit where the manor and grounds and even the graveyard had stood, I shook my head in disbelief. Only a small island of land, ragged-edged and peppered with stones with a solitary dead tree in the center, remained. The earth plunged deep around it, a crater tall enough to hide Istanik’s courthouse within. Rubble filled the bottom, scorched wood and shattered stone. Ash still hung in the lower reaches of the hole.


  “It started like the earthquakes we felt on Ioene,” Raav said. “That’s when the wall behind me fell apart. I thought it was a lucky opportunity to escape into the city. I didn’t realize I was fleeing for my life. I didn’t see the house collapse. But someone on the street said it was like a void opened on the grounds and then collapsed in a flash of light followed by a column of fire.”


  I took my weight off his arm, stood under my own power, and entwined my fingers with his.


  He smiled at me almost mischievously. “It was you, wasn’t it?”


  I blushed. “I think so, yes.” I paused. “You pity Ashhi. I felt it when I touched your spirit. She was inside?”


  He chewed the corner of his lower lip and nodded. “But I pitied her for more than an early death. She was nothing but a creation of her father. Never really had a chance in life. She lacked the strength to be better than her birth. I suppose I’d feel sorry for anyone in those circumstances. But it doesn’t mean I cared for her. I’m not sad she’s gone.”


  “So you’re a widower.”


  His lip twitched. “I suppose so. Trader Ulstat will contest the financial arrangements.”


  “He’s alive?”


  “He was in the city when it happened. Anyway, with a marriage of less than a day, I doubt even the most conservative Kiriilti would argue against House Ovintak’s title and fortune remaining with me.”


  “You’re sure he was off the grounds?” I asked, eyeing the destruction before me. Beyond the crater where House Ulstat once stood, half the city had been blackened by flame. The exodus that had begun the day before continued, trains of commoners filling the roads. “Though actually, I’m not entirely sure that would have saved him.”


  Raav nodded with his chin as he pulled me down behind a pile of rubble. “If I wasn’t before, I am now.”


  Nearby, screened by thin brush that had grown outside the wall, Trader Ulstat cut a silhouette against the hazy backdrop of the sea. He stared at the ruins of his House. Behind him, stood a phalanx of House guards and ruffians hastily dressed in mish-mashed armor pieces with the Ulstat sigil whip-stitched to the shoulders. After a moment, the Ulstat prime pounded a fist into his other hand and faced his followers.


  “The daughter I considered naming as heir is dead. Cowardly Araokans are abandoning their capital city. Fortunately, my true heir, Mieshk, holds dominion over Ioene. Today, we sail for the volcano to join her.” He paused, dragging a saber from his belt. “I’d anchored a fleet of ships on the north coast in preparation for this voyage. But time is too short now. Instead, we’ll repay Ilaraok’s betrayal by commandeering the vessels taking advantage of our harbor. If anyone resists, cut them down. Take those who surrender prisoner. We’ll need strong backs to pull the oars through seas like this.”


  


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


   


   


  “WE HAVE TO stop him,” I hissed as I stood.


  Raav jumped up and held out steadying hands in case I fell, but I kept my feet. A wave of lightheadedness passed quickly.


  “How, Lilik? There’s just the two of us.”


  My hand fell to my hip. The empty dagger sheath sent a dart of panic through me. I recovered quickly and crouched to work at the knots holding the linen bandages to my leg.


  “Wait. Here.” Raav dragged Tyrak from a belt loop. “I was worried it—he—would fall out of your bandage.”


  “Thanks,” I said, accepting the weapon.


  “But I don’t think you can take on Trader Ulstat’s army alone,” he said, tapping a finger against the end of my nose.


  No. I couldn’t. But a plan was already taking shape in my thoughts.


  “Follow me,” I said, setting off at a trot. Unfortunately, my ankle gave out on my third step. “Scratch that,” I said. “Carry me.”
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  Don’t get your hopes up, Tyrak said as we neared the door to the safe house. They’re criminals.


  Or maybe you should stop being such a pessimist, I returned.


  Carrying me on his back, Raav moved at a light jog. The jostling was giving me a small headache, but with every passing minute more of my strength returned. If anything, I was hungry. A nice hunk of bread with some sort of jam—not onion, please—would set me right.


  When we reached the back door for the safe house, I asked Raav to stop.


  “Here?” he asked, looking around.


  I nodded, feeling faintly impish about my new association with the criminal underworld. Stepping to the door, I tapped in the proper pattern.


  “At least someone remembers to knock,” Daonok said as he swung the door open. “Busy night?”


  “A little.”


  He glanced up at Raav and cast me a skeptical look. “Looks like trader stock to me. Are you trying to get us arrested?”


  “He’s a friend,” I said.


  Daonok’s eyes narrowed, but he stepped aside. “Fair enough.”


  Inside the room, around ten smugglers lounged across the grain sacks and storage crates. Some slept, while others stared at the ceiling. Near the door, a woman was popping grapes into her mouth. My stomach growled.


  “May I?” I asked, reaching for a branch of the purple orbs.


  “Seems you’re going to help yourself regardless,” she said, shrugging.


  Raav had to bend his knees and duck his head to fit through the door. He squinted in the dim light from the single lantern. Unlike the night before, when the flames burned uncannily strong, the tongue of fire on the wick was feeble and ordinary. But again I had the sense of creeping doom. I needed to talk to Tyrak about it—until now, I’d believed that the last disaster, the cataclysm that had ended Vanished civilization, was due to the power of Ioene’s fire. But the dark presence I’d felt beyond the aether was different. Hungry and hollow and entirely evil. Could it be that feeding the fire somehow granted the dark force passage into the world?


  “So, Lilik Boket, turned nightcaller to the Nocturnai, turned Councilor to the gutter hordes, turned miscreant of Caffari’s legion,” Daonok said with a smirk, echoing my words from the mine and adding his own interpretation, “what brings you back to our humble group.”


  “Where’s Caffari?” I asked. “And the others? Was anyone hurt?”


  In the back of the room, someone grumbled. Probably about me. But Daonok shot him a glare.


  “Caffari got your little friend, Geren, to one of our holdfasts in the hills. She returned early this morning and is busy reestablishing contacts in the wake of . . . whatever that was you did to House Ulstat.”


  “So you just assume it was me, too?”


  He shrugged, showing his palms. “You have to admit it’s a good guess. You are the one with magic that no one has seen for a thousand years.”


  Okay fine. He had a point.


  “Listen. Trader Ulstat is marching on the docks. He’s taking prisoners and stealing the ships. We have to stop him.”


  Daonok dropped to a seat on a crate and cupped his chin in his hand. “Honestly, Lilik, we’re hurting from the last couple days. You managed to convince us to take on the most powerful man on the island, plus rescue a little rat from the gallows out of the goodness of our hearts. But at some point, we have to take care of our own. There’s just a few of us here. The rest are working fast to save what we can before we leave the city.”


  “Leaving? Why? The Ulstats are gone.”


  He smiled crookedly. “Exactly. Not much living for our sort if the only folks left here are gutterborn. The port died the moment you obliterated the ruling House. Foreign merchants and other traders have no reason to stop.”


  I blinked, adjusting to the information. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to damage your interests.”


  He grinned, pulled the brass knuckles from his pockets and tossed them from hand to hand. “Truth is, we were stagnant here. Change brings opportunity.”


  “But what about Mieshk? Ioene? Caffari wanted to join me.”


  He shrugged. “That’s between you and the boss. I’d say it’s high on the list of options. But seriously, we’ve nothing left to risk right now. And do you really think Trader Olev Ulstat is still a threat to your plans? He can’t have that many guardsmen left over, and I’ll be a greased rat if any of them are experienced sailors. Why not let him go find the bottom of the sea all on his own?”


  Behind me, Raav leaned against the wall. I felt his eyes on my back. Did his silence mean he agreed with Daonok, or was he letting me fight this on my own?


  “Because he’s taking gutterborn prisoner. I don’t care if he drowns. But I do care if he takes innocent people with him. Listen. I have a plan to stop him and his army, but I don’t want the commoners caught up in it. You just said you won’t harm gutterborn with your criminal activity. Would you consider going so far as to help them?”


  Wait. What? Tyrak said. I thought you just agreed not to fight the army alone.


  Shush, I said. I didn’t say “fight” just now, either. I said I planned to stop them.


  All eyes in the room turned to Daonok. Even the thief who had grumbled earlier now listened with interest.


  Daonok slipped his fingers into the brass knuckles and sighed. “Okay, fine. We’ll see what the boss has to say.” He turned to the grape-eating woman. “Caffari headed for the safe house beyond the crafters’ district. Go tell her Lilik wants help herding the commoners away from Ulstat’s thugs.”


  I didn’t let my smile show. Daonok’s underlings might interpret it as gloating. Instead, I nodded. “Thanks. And tell Caffari to meet me after. We have an expedition to Ioene to organize.”


  


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


   


   


  “THERE’S REALLY NO more?” I asked as I stuffed the last bite of a cinnamon-dusted sweet bun into my mouth.


  Raav’s mouth drew up at the corner. “You could keep a bakery in business single-handedly, it seems. And no. That’s the last one.”


  We sat on a rooftop overlooking the harbor. Down below, Trader Ulstat’s army was busy contending with the rigging on unfamiliar ships. Fleet-footed and with no desire to be lurking around when the Ulstat guards arrived, Daonok’s people had convinced the crew and captains of the ships to melt away into the city, leaving the trader with few able seamen to work the decks.


  Caffari’s group had done the same along Trader Ulstat’s marching route. Almost every building he’d searched for would-be oarsmen had been deserted, the inhabitants alerted minutes before by Caffari’s rogues. Unfortunately, our warning had come too late for a few. Standing on the docks, the small huddle of prisoners looked around with fearful eyes. I didn’t need to worry, though. From my vantage, I spotted a small and stealthy smuggler darting between stacks of cargo. Another quick dash, and he’d be within reach of the rope binding the prisoners to the anchor cleat.


  All told, Trader Ulstat had taken just three ships. The others were either too small to brave the wild seas beyond the harbor mouth, or too large for his small force to crew. I was glad. Raav had promised to repay the captains their losses, and I didn’t want him to have to spend too much. Plus, stopping and sinking three vessels would be much simpler than halting ten or twenty. And it would be easier to keep track of the survivors as they swam to shore. Despite his bluster, Daonok had agreed to capture any half-drowned guardsmen who sloshed onto the beach. I didn’t yet know what I’d do with my prisoners, but surely I’d figure out something.


  “Hey, Raav?” I said while we waited. At the same time, I extended a tendril of affection to Tyrak. I wanted him to know this was for him as well. “There’s something I should tell you. Tyrak and I have a special bond. You felt some of it, I’m sure, when I was joined with your spirit.”


  He sat up straighter, face unreadable. “I did.”


  “It’s been confusing for Tyrak and me because we both remember his love for Zyri. And she’s still part of me, too.”


  Raav clenched his jaw, but he didn’t move away. “I can imagine,” he said guardedly.


  “When I saw you—when you kissed Ashhi, it hurt so much. I know you were just pretending—now. But at the time . . . I couldn’t handle it. Tyrak and I are close. We’ll always share Zyri. But someday, I hope to reunite them. It was so hard to watch you choose someone else. And it made me realize there’s a right person for all four of us.”


  Tyrak was silent for a while. I’ve been hoping you’d choose me, he said at last. Much of that comes from my feelings for her ghost. The traces of her that still live in you. But not all.


  When you’re back together, the confusion will go away. I’m sure of it.


  But without you, we can’t even be together. There is no Zyri and me without you to channel us.


  I chewed my lip. I can’t accept that. Not until we’ve tried everything.


  He touched me with a thread of affection tinged with sadness. I’ll try to believe in that. Thank you for being honest with both of us, Lilik. It needed to happen. And you won’t get rid of me so easily. We’re still friends, right?


  We’re more. We’re shadowbound. Joined by a bond so powerful it spawned legends during your time.


  “You didn’t mention any of this before,” Raav said. “Why?”


  Shame heated my cheeks. “I was afraid. I thought I might lose you both if I admitted the truth. And . . . it’s a problem of mine. Sometimes it’s easier to lie than face the consequences of honesty.”


  “But you’re sure now?” he asked, fixing me with a stare. The sun had begun its slide toward the sea in the west. Red light, further darkened by the haze of smoke, colored the strong lines of his face.


  I nodded. He hadn’t touched me since I started the conversation. The tension in his body scared me. Had I made a mistake in coming clean?


  “Will you tell me if you have doubts again? I deserve to know, Lilik.”


  My gaze fell to the docks. The thief edged close to the prisoner’s rope, knife bared. I dragged my gaze away and forced myself to meet Raav’s eyes.


  “From now on, you’ll know everything in my heart. I swear it.”


  The tightness around his eyes softened. Raav breathed deep, his pulse throbbing in his neck. “I trust you,” he said. Scooting closer, he draped an arm across my shoulders. “But from now on, you have to trust me too. I would have understood once you explained. At least, I think I would. I’ve never held two people within my mind. But you had her memories. You can’t help but be affected by her feelings.”


  As I leaned my head on his shoulder, the thief slipped his blade under the ropes. He must have hissed an explanation to the prisoners; I couldn’t hear anything, but the small group tensed and prepared to run.


  The rope sliced clean, falling away from the cleat. Bursting from their huddle, the commoners and thief ran together, plunging into an alley. I heard the snick and clatter as the caltrops trap sprung, scattering spikes behind the fleeing group.


  A few Ulstat guards shouted, and took up a desultory chase. But upon seeing the wicked gleam of the caltrops, they stopped short and looked to Trader Ulstat for direction. The man stomped across the deck of the largest ship, whipped off his jacket, and threw it to the planks.


  “Forget it,” he yelled. “Time to cast off.”


  Following his words, guardsmen and ruffians clambered down to the dock and started unwinding ropes from the bollards. Oars emerged from the sides of the ships, nudging the vessels away from the decrepit wharf.


  “Ready?” Raav asked.


  “I was ready for this weeks ago.”
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  I opened to the aether, unfolding the protections of my mind, vanishing into my Need. Like little pinpricks, my scars began to itch, then sting as if I were being bitten by hundreds of ants.


  It’s amazing, Lilik, Nyralit said, abruptly beside me. I feel your potential. Our joined abilities.


  Afraid I’d break my concentration, I didn’t answer. Instead, I focused on moving my awareness away from my surroundings, falling deeper and deeper into the embrace of the nightstrands. The spirits pulsed all around me, a great, vibrating tone. Unlike the duskweaving I performed from inside the aether, I did nothing conscious to bind them. Instead, it felt the other way around. The strands lifted me, merging their energy with mine.


  Tyrak had said I shouldn’t expect to control the magic; only my Need determined the effect. But I tried all the same. I Needed to stop Trader Ulstat from joining Mieshk on Ioene. Even if he sought to oust her, his presence there would only make my task harder. I Needed to keep those ships from leaving the harbor. Storm swell or not, I could not risk having them survive the voyage and make landfall at the volcano.


  Fate whirled around me, the great wheel of possibility spinning and tilting and spreading endlessly into the future. Yet I had no sense of a choice. Only that my Need approached. It made sense; the choice was clear. Trader Ulstat must be stopped.


  In my thoughts, I heard the nightstrands gasp and mumble in joy and astonishment. My scars burned as light rays shot from them.


  Can we stop them? I asked into the aether. Sink the vessels and end the Ulstat threat?


  Ripples traveled the weave, the strands responding. Power swelled in and around me, a bubble of possibility. I stood and fixed my eyes on the water. Tugged by the oars, the ships wallowed toward the harbor mouth. Already, they’d crossed half the distance despite the ungainly motion of untrained crew and oarsmen. A breeze stirred the pennants atop the masts, and guardsmen fumbled with the rigging as they hoisted sails.


  I couldn’t understand. Why was nothing happening?


  Leesa? I don’t sense a choice. Am I wrong about that?


  I tried to imagine the actions I’d taken before, casting myself into the maelstrom of fortune.


  There is only one path this time. But we don’t yet feel your Need’s moment, only that it’s approaching.


  Do you see darkness? I hated to ask the question. So many had died. Nyralit was gone. All because of my Need.


  Leesa held her silence for a moment. The future is clouded. I can’t say. But it’s time, Lilik. Your Need calls us.


  At once, the power burst from me, a raging torrent that spilled across the harbor toward the ships. Caught in its blast, the sails flapped and bellied. Ships righted their courses, steered with assuredness toward the harbor mouth. The crew started moving with renewed vigor, imbued with the efficiency of seasoned sailors.


  Confused, I stepped toward the edge of the roof. Raising my arms higher, I waited for the light to lance from my scars, skewer the hulls. Burn holes in the ships and let the sea inundate the holds.


  The power raged harder, no longer a directed stream, but an immense, tidal wash. I felt the island beneath me, the vast sea spreading in all directions. The waves tore at its surface, an angry lashing of energy emanating from Ioene. Slowly, my feet rose from the roof. My body drifted higher, granting a vantage of the strait beyond. With a final explosion of strength, the power gushed from me, cascading over the strait and the sea beyond.


  The waves quieted.


  At the mouth of the harbor, the sea was a tranquil invitation. Not even a whitecap marred the surface. Yet the wind still blew upon Trader Ulstat’s small fleet, urging the ships away from the island and into the sea beyond. As the vessels surged into the open water, wakes cutting a rumpled trail through the otherwise mirror-perfect sea, the furor returned to the ocean behind them. In a stark line hundreds of paces aft of the ships, waves once again rose from the water, roiling the ocean in a complicated dance.


  I hung, suspended above the rooftop, my heart full of shock and betrayal as the wind and the calm pushed Trader Ulstat north. Toward Ioene.


  Why? I couldn’t help the anger in my voice. How could the strands or fate or my Need betray me like this?


  No one controls your Need, Tyrak reminded me. It just is.


  I sank toward the timbers of the roof, slowly enough to see that the calm channel remained open, escorting the Ulstat fleet.


  But I Needed to be rid of him.


  No, you wanted to be rid of him, he said softly. It’s different.


  Yes, I understood that, but it still didn’t make sense. Why would my Need send my enemy to the place where he could most easily hurt my cause?


  As I descended, I folded my legs, landing cross-legged upon the roof. From behind, I heard the rustle of clothing. Raav joined me. Moments later, Caffari grunted as she climbed onto the rooftop. She stalked across the timbers and crouched on my other side. I didn’t bother to look at either of them. My horror over my failure was too strong. I felt nothing but shame.


  “I can’t say I understand what just happened,” Caffari said quietly. “Though my people won’t be too upset. None were looking forward to dealing with a bunch of soggy Ulstat guards.”


  “I’m confused, too, Lilik,” Raav said.


  I blinked, eyes fixed on the open water where the ships had escaped. My toes curled inside my shoes. When I’d performed the duskweaving from inside the aether, I’d sensed the choices. Though I couldn’t understand how to choose a vortex, I had an inkling that it might be possible, despite what Tyrak said. Maybe someday I could learn how. But just now, Leesa and I had sensed the same, single course. There was no choice. It had to be this way.


  After a while, I took a deep breath. “There has to be a reason. He must still have a role to play if we’re to win on Ioene.”


  That’s right, Tyrak said. None of us know the future.


  Caffari snorted. “If you say so.”


  Raav laid a hand on my shoulder. “You believe that Lilik? Because if you do, I trust you.”


  Straightening my spine, I nodded. “I do. I couldn’t begin to tell you why he’s necessary. But I have to believe he is.”


  Caffari was busy scratching a stick figure into the roof timber with the point of her blade. “So about Ioene . . . My people have a bit of work to do here. Seems they’ve been inspired by you, believe it or not.” She pointed to the spray of waves off the coast. “They want to help the commoners get to high ground before the storm worsens. We have quite a few hidey-holes up in the hills, and we’re willing to share, considering the grand promises you’ve made about Ioene.”


  “Not promises,” I said quickly. “We still have to get there. Take back the island. Heal whatever damage was done between Mieshk and the Vanished coven.”


  She grinned. “I mentioned a few difficulties. But after what you did in the mine and at House Ulstat, I’m having a hard time convincing them you’re as unworthy as you pretend.”


  Raav squeezed my knee. Planting my palms on the rooftop, I closed my eyes. Images of the last days swirled around my thoughts.


  “We never finished our conversation about . . . what did you suggest? Terms?” I said, turning my face to the afternoon sun and letting its rays warm my skin.


  “About that . . .” the bandit leader said. “I’d like to adjust my demands. I didn’t think my smugglers would follow you. But I realize now that anyone who wouldn’t is an idiot. Good riddance.”


  I opened my eyes and took in her grinning face. “You don’t want to lead?”


  “Let me be an adviser. And a disciplinarian if it comes to it. But I wouldn’t presume to make choices for you. Not after what I’ve seen.”


  Sitting straight, I held out my hand to shake hers. “It’s a deal.”


  “So, as leader of this new enterprise, what are your orders?”


  I grinned. “After you help the gutterborn to safety, gather your best people. We meet tomorrow at noon to lay plans to retake Ioene.”


  Tyrak slipped the bounds of the dagger and gave me a phantom hug. Friendly this time, without the longing that had colored our relationship.


  I have no doubt that you’ll do it, he said.
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  Thanks so much for reading! Next up, Lilik’s story continues with Darkborn, on preorder now. To be notified when it’s live and for news about other new releases, you can sign up to my email list at www.CarrieSummers.com. As a thank you, I’ll also send you a free book, the series prequel, Silent Queen, and bonus chapters for Nightforged.


   


  As an indie author, I depend on my readers to spread the word. If you enjoyed the book, please consider leaving a review on Amazon. Just a sentence or two helps tremendously!


   


  Finally, as the series grows, I’ve started including a list of people and places important to each book. Read on to check them out and learn a little bit more about the world.


   


  All best, Carrie


  People


   


  The following is a partial list of characters and members of prominent families including their island of origin if applicable. Some members of trader families are eliminated if not important to this part of the series.


   


  *deceased


   


  Boket – Stanik Island slums


   


  Maajidi – mother


  Saol – father


  Lilik – daughter


  Jaret – son


   


  Avken – Stanik Island slums


   


  Praniset – grandmother, better known as Nan


  *Keilan – mother, killed years ago in a Waikert attack


  *Varit – father, killed years ago in a Waikert attack


  Paono – son, currently on Ioene opposing Mieshk


  


   


  House Ovintak – Stanik Island


   


  *Praviili - mother


  *Frask – older son


  Raav Ovintak - younger son/prime, also known as Trader Ovintak


   


  House Ulstat – Stanik Island


   


  Olev – father/prime, known largely as Trader Ulstat


  Mieshk – heir, currently gathering power on Ioene


  Ashhi – younger daughter


  Lakdiken – younger son, currently held hostage on Istanik


  *Leesa – wife of a mad prime who ruled centuries ago


   


  House Yiltak – Stanik Island


   


  Naviire – mother/prime, known largely as Trader Yiltak


  Moanet – heir


   


  House Srukolk – Orteshk Island


   


  Oreken – grandfather/prime, known as Trader Srukolk


  Maoket – heir, mother to Heiklet


  *Heiklet – granddaughter, killed by Mieshk Ulstat during failed Nocturnai


   


  House Majkut – Stanik Island


   


  Avilet - younger daughter, nightcaller to the failed Nocturnai, on Ioene with Mieshk Ulstat


   


  Crew of Zyri’s Promise


   


  Captain Vidyul Altak


  Strandmistress Nyralit


  First Mate Tkira


  Second Mate Gaff


   


  Miscellaneous


   


  Jet – captain of the gutter wardens


  Caffari – leader of a band of smugglers


  Daonok – Caffari’s second in command


   


  Vanished


   


  Peldin – speaker for the strands


  Zyri – gave Lilik her memories


  Tyrak – Zyri’s friend and beloved


   


   


  Places


   


  The Kiriilt Islands


   


  A group of roughly twenty islands governed by the ruling Trader Council. The following is a partial list of individual islands.


   


  Stanik Island


   


  Capital: Istanik


  A large island, home to a majority of the Kiriilti trader Houses. Istanik Harbor is the largest port in the Islands, and the Trader Council conducts business within Trader Council Hall in Istanik. The inland regions of Stanik Island are hilly and covered with terraced farmland. A system of earthen roads connects the farms with the coastal settlements. Because the underlying soil is clay, these roads become treacherous and slick when wet.


   


  Araok Island


   


  Capital: Ilaraok


  The second largest of the islands, Araok also boasts the second largest city, Ilaraok. House Ulstat calls Ilaraok home. A soot-stained city, the capital reflects the harsh Araokan landscape, craggy mountains of dark stone pocked by mine holes.


   


  Orteshk Island


   


  Capital: Ilorteshk


  Orteshk Island is a small, wooded piece of land on the eastern fringe of the archipelago. Though not heavily populated, the relatively egalitarian attitudes of Orteshkan has led to the rise of two trader Houses, Srukolk and Thuvet from amongst the population that was once entirely commoner-class.


   


  Tuuk Island


   


  Home to a colony of artisans known to produce some of the finest goods not only within the Kiriilt Islands, but within three weeks’ sail in any direction, Tuuk has no capital city and enjoys relative freedom from the structures imposed by the Trader Council.


   


  Outer Isles


   


  A collection of six small islands on the northern fringe of the archipelago. Settlements cling to the leeward aspects of craggy escarpments dropping into the sea. Fiercely independent, Outer Islanders make their living fishing and occasionally producing crafts and jewelry inspired by the rugged coasts.


   


   


  Other


   


  Ioene


   


  An island volcano many weeks north by sailing vessel and destination of dozens of Kiriilti Nocturnais. Former home of the Vanished civilization. Ravaged by severe seasonal changes that bring days and nights lasting for months as well as a storm season that is not thought to be survivable.


   


  Waikert Archipelago


   


  The jungled home of the brutal Waikert sea tribes. A month’s sail southeast from the Kiriilt group.


   


  Jalakyrisi Spicelands


   


  A distant group of three islands where monks collect spices rumored to have magical properties.


   


  Reknarish


   


  A landmass large enough that it takes three weeks to sail the length of the eastern coast. Few Kiriilti have ventured to a Reknarishi port city, and none have been deeper than a day inland. The northern and southern coasts are unexplored by Kiriilti captains.


  Acknowledgements


   


  Once again, I’m deeply indebted to many people for their support and help creating this book. My readers, David Forrest, Mary Anne Tarr, and Frances Silversmith, give me fantastic feedback. Thank you to Amalia Chitulescu for the mind-blowing cover.


   


  And last, thanks to my friends and family for their unconditional love and support.


   

cover.jpeg
“DUsKWOVEN

BOOK THREE
| SHATTERING OF i NoCTURNA!





images/00001.jpeg





