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Fate of the Drowned

	 

	Book Three

	The Broken Lands

	 

	Carrie Summers

	


Prologue

	 

	Avill

	Wildsends

	 

	Six weeks before the fall of Steelhold

	 

	 

	THE ONLY WARMTH in the world came from the shallow bone bowl cradled in Avill’s hands. She held the soup close and breathed the steam so the broth would warm her lungs as well as her belly. Before her, a low fire nibbled at a square of sun-dried moss. The sun had risen, its rays spilling like weak tea over the tundra. But neither fire nor sun could blunt the chill that soaked through her body. Not even her shaggy fur robe could keep out the cold. 

	Only Sheshik’s fish soup, oily and lichen-spiced, warmed her enough to keep her alive.

	Shivering, she took another sip and watched the low flames inside their circle of stones. The smoke smelled of earth and roots, so different from the driftwood fires Avill’s mother had kindled in their small home in Numintown. Of course, back home Avill wouldn’t have been eating breakfast outside. She wouldn’t have slept in a hide-covered tent. And she wouldn’t have to wonder if she’d ever see her family again.

	Tears budded, stinging in the cold. Avill clenched her jaw and blinked them away. It was no use feeling sorry for herself. She was alive. The Free Tribes had taken her in, a helpless twelve-year-old girl, despite the circumstances of her arrival. And she wouldn’t be here forever. Someday, once she mastered the magic in her mother’s pendant, she’d find her way home.

	Another shiver built in her spine, and Avill sipped from the bowl to banish it. She squinted in the morning light, looking beyond the small encampment to the expanse of tundra beyond. Yesterday, it had snowed. Much of what had fallen had melted already, but still, little patches of white hid in the northern aspects of hummocks and rocks. According to Sheshik, some traces would remain, clinging to the land until the long years of Chilltide and Deepwinter had passed.

	The coming of the cold didn’t seem to bother the people of the Free Tribes. Even now, Sheshik stalked about the camp wearing a fur-lined vest that left her arms bare. Around the large woman’s neck, a necklace strung with seedpods and sharks’ teeth rattled. She stalked from hide-covered shelter to hide-covered shelter, clanging one of her precious steel spoons against an earthen bowl.

	“Up!” she called.

	Avill glanced toward the horizon and the distant circle of the just-risen sun. Ordinarily, the encampment woke at its own pace. Maybe there’d be a hunt today.

	Groaning, the other tribespeople of Sheshik’s band emerged from their domed shelters. Like their leader, they wore clothing that bared large swaths of flesh despite the frosty air. Chilled by the sight, Avill pulled her elbows close and tugged the hood of her robe over her hair. Nearby, Doleshil, a middle-aged man with tattoos of sea creatures on his forearms, glanced at her and smirked. He’d taken to calling her their little southern teacher. Abandoned here by the slavers to remind the Tribes of the dangers of getting soft.

	As she watched a half-naked child tumble—on purpose—through a patch of fresh snow, Avill doubted the Free Tribes had any reason to fear that.

	Once the tribe members were up and moving, Sheshik returned to the cookpot in the center of the encampment and stirred the morning soup. As a fresh curl of steam reached her nose, Avill sipped again from her bowl. She held the mouthful on her tongue before swallowing. Once the others had eaten, she’d probably get a second helping, but until then she wanted to savor the heavy warmth in her mouth and belly.

	“Why did you rouse us so early?” one of the men asked, measuring the sun’s distance off the horizon with a pair of fingers.

	Sheshik crossed her arms over her chest. On her wrists, she wore rabbit-fur cuffs decorated with shells and bits of iron. Metal of any type was rare in the Wildsends. By wearing the iron pieces openly, Sheshik marked her status not just within this band, but within the larger coalition of Tribes. From what Avill had gathered, the headwoman sat on the Free Council itself.

	“Is it early?” Sheshik asked, glancing at the sun. “Or have you gotten lazy?”

	She winked then sucked her teeth and turned her attention toward the northern coast. Yesterday morning, before the snowstorm had swirled in from the west, Avill had accompanied the woman on a half-hour walk to the beach to gather kelp for the daily soup. Though the sea hadn’t yet frozen, a thick band of ice had crusted the cobbles where wavelets lapped at the rocky shore. Beyond, icebergs drifted ponderously on the currents. According to Sheshik, there’d rarely been so many. As the earthquakes had worsened in recent months, the glaciers that descended from the Icethorns had calved ever more frequently. This concerned Sheshik—it was clear in the tone of her voice. But when Avill had asked, the tribeswoman had changed the subject.

	After a moment, Sheshik looked toward Doleshil who cleared his throat. “Sheshik saw the first ice terns flying southeast yesterday,” he said. “The caribou will be moving. It’s time for most of us to break camp and head for the gathering.”

	The man who’d asked the initial question cocked his head as if confused. “Most of us?”

	“I must remain for a while longer,” Sheshik said. She turned her attention back to the soup, continuing to stir as if the conversation were entirely ordinary. The corded tension in her bare arms said otherwise.

	A woman who had been fussing with her young daughter’s coat shooed the child away. “I don’t understand, Yeviltish,” she said, using the honorary term for a tribe’s leader. “Why would you stay behind? What will the other Tribes think if we arrive at the gathering without you?”

	Avill looked back and forth between the women. If the band was leaving Sheshik behind, what would happen to Avill? Since her arrival, she’d slept in the headwoman’s tent. Though she helped with a few chores, she largely existed on Sheshik’s charity. Would another tribe member take responsibility for her?

	“I don’t plan for you to join the gathering without me—with good fortune, I hope to catch you before you even reach the Frenglesh Plain. But if my task proves more difficult than I expect, Doleshil has instructions. For the next weeks, you shall consider him your leader. Treat his commands as if they were my own.”

	A chorus of protests rose from the tribespeople as shock replaced the haze of sleep. Avill wondered if Sheshik had chosen an early morning for her declaration in hopes of catching people unawares.

	“Of what task do you speak?” the mother asked. Avill had seen her in deep conversation with Sheshik many times. The woman held a lot of respect amongst her fellow tribespeople. “What could be so important that you’d journey alone with Chilltide approaching? We nearly lost people to the snow cats last migration, and that was with every hunter fighting their attack.”

	“My duty relates to our guest,” Sheshik said, glancing casually at Avill who stiffened as if jabbed with a dagger. “It is a task passed down to our people from the First Tribe. My father gave it to me, and he received it from his uncle who was headman before him. Doleshil can explain as you travel—I’ve told him everything so that he can report to the Free Council if I do not arrive in time.”

	In the hush that fell over the camp, the loudest sounds were the bubbling of the soup and the thudding of Avill’s heart. Sheshik had given her no warning of this. Avill set down her soup bowl and hugged her arms tighter as if she could hide from the stares of the tribespeople. She didn’t want to cause trouble and certainly didn’t want to put Sheshik in danger. 

	“Well?” Doleshil said. “I believe you all heard the plan. Will it be afternoon before we can begin walking?”

	The pause that followed seemed full of unvoiced arguments. Would the band accept Sheshik’s decision? Did the woman’s explanation of her task mean that Avill would be staying behind as well? If she journeyed south with Sheshik, the trek would be even more dangerous. Avill was small, constantly cold, and she certainly couldn’t help fend off a snow cat attack. If the predators set on them, Avill could use her mother’s pendant to escape on the wind. But that would mean abandoning Sheshik, leaving the headwoman at the snow cats’ mercy just like she’d left her mother in the clutches of the henchmen who’d kidnapped them.

	No, she told herself. Don’t think of that. Besides, maybe Mother got away in the chaos.

	Finally, a tribesman grunted in obvious displeasure but ladled a helping of soup into a whalebone bowl. He swallowed the meal in three long drinks, returned the bowl to a pile beside the cookfire, then headed into his tent. A rucksack frame emerged from the shelter followed by a fur bedroll.

	As if his decision loosed a landslide of assent, the rest of the band set to work eating and preparing to break camp. In the bustle that followed, Sheshik nodded toward Avill and gestured toward their shared tent.

	***

	Whale-oil lamps cast flickering light over the inside of Sheshik’s shelter. Avill’s bedroll lay against one edge of the tent, a knee-deep collection of thick furs that kept away most of the night’s chill. Sheshik slept on a simple willow-wood frame covered with stretched leather. Just two large snowbear skins kept the headwoman warm each night. A hide-bound trunk crouched at the end of Sheshik’s bed. Avill had never seen the woman open it and had sometimes wondered what it contained. Nothing ordinary, it seemed; the possessions Sheshik commonly used were neatly stacked around the edges of the shelter. The most prized of them, an easel set with a stretched piece of supple leather, stood between their sleeping spots. Beside it, Sheshik kept a collection of brushes and a pot of squid ink. In rare moments of idleness, the woman painted beautiful renderings of the landscape. Avill had considered the tundra bleak until she saw it through Sheshik’s eyes.

	“You have questions, I’m sure,” Sheshik said as she ducked into the shelter. “But please allow me to speak first. I apologize for not warning you. It was my own weakness… I don’t wish to place such a heavy burden on such a young girl, and I fought this choice for many days. Last night, I confided my plan to Doleshil, but even then, I hadn’t made up my mind. My final decision came with the dawn.”

	“What burden, Sheshik? What is this about?” Avill hunched her shoulders as she edged around to her bedroll. Although she owned nothing but the clothing she wore beneath her donated furs and the stone pendant resting against her breastbone, her sleeping spot felt like a safe retreat.

	“It’s a long tale that will take many days,” Sheshik said.

	“That means I’m staying with you?”

	The headwoman nodded. “For a time.” She sighed as she stepped to her cot and sat. “There’s another thing I’d like to speak about before I explain my greater task. I’ve known about your pendant since you arrived.”

	Avill’s breath froze in her lungs. She fought the urge to lay a hand over the Wind’s Gift where it hid beneath her many layers of clothing.

	Sheshik chuckled. “I know much more of magic than you think, my southern friend. Far more than I’d like, in truth. I don’t know how you came by such a totem, but I’ve had to work hard to keep the others from noticing when you slip into the tent to practice with it.”

	“How did you know?”

	“Your story about the slave traders’ abandonment might have held up if I hadn’t been nearby collecting lichen scrapings when you arrived.”

	“You were there? But I didn’t see you.”

	Sheshik smirked. “Do you think I am fool enough to watch a girl appear out of a funnel of wind and not think to hide? I nearly dropped you with a rock from my sling but thought better of it when you started staggering for the camp, already blue with cold. You didn’t look like much of a threat. But I was concerned enough to give you space in my own tent and to sleep with a knife close at hand for the first few nights.”

	“But the others don’t know, right?” Avill cringed, thinking of the weeks she’d been with the band. Her cheeks heated with embarrassment at the idea that they might have just pretended to accept her story about the salvers.

	Sheshik shook her head. “They will once Doleshil explains. But I’ve let you keep your secret while I considered what to do. As I said, your slaver story was believable. We’ve had increasing trouble with their caravans crossing the Wildsends to reach the land bridge to Eastern Farvens. The edge of Chilltide is an unlikely time for the journey, but it’s not unheard of.”

	Slowly, Avill pulled the Wind’s Gift from beneath her tunic. The greenish-white stone of the pendant was warm in her hand. She traced the designs on its surface while listening to the bangs and rustles and grunts beyond the tent wall. The tribe members spoke little, either due to their dismay over the situation, or maybe because the task of breaking camp took all their attention. “My mother kept the pendant secret from me until men captured us and took us away from home. She was much better with it. She could even control where the wind carried her.”

	“Why did the men take you?”

	“We never found out for certain. It was the day my sister, Savra, was supposed to receive her Function assignment from the Empire. I ran to get Mother so she could be there to see Savra get her writ, but when I got back, buildings were burning. The men grabbed us.” Avill swallowed around a suddenly thick tongue. She’d never had a chance to tell Savra goodbye.

	“And they never spoke of a reason?”

	“They were working for someone else. Havialo, I think his name was. But no, they never gave a reason.”

	Sheshik sighed. “The Empire is a cruel place. Sometimes I wonder if the First Tribe made the right choice to hide away in the Wildsends. In any case, your mother knew the pendant was magic?”

	Avill nodded. “It’s been passed through her family for generations. She said it washed ashore from the Maelstrom long ago.”

	Sheshik’s brow furrowed. “All the more reason to heed the signs. Listen, Avill, it’s difficult to know where to begin explaining. I never expected to carry out this duty. Until recently, I wondered if the tales were even true. But the flood rises again—I’m sure of it. The continent will drown in its darkness. And I believe the wind has brought you to me for this reason. Our peoples have diverged too far. The Free Tribes have no sway in the Empire now, even if we could survive the southern climes.”

	“Survive? If you can live here, I would think you could live anywhere.”

	Sheshik snorted. “You think blood as thick as mine would tolerate the Highsummer sun?” She shook her head. “We’ve tried to send many emissaries over the last years. Perhaps twenty groups since the first signs of the flood’s reappearance. The representatives sicken as if by fever, getting weaker day by day. And if that’s not enough, the Empire won’t accept a pennant of truce. The soldiers treat our delegations like war parties.”

	Despite the enclosing shelter of the tent, Avill shivered. She settled into the deep nest of furs and pulled them close. Like the hides that covered the shelter, the blankets smelled like a combination of animals, the acrid tannins used to cure the leather, and the accumulation of years of smoke from the moss fires.

	“The first sign of the coming darkness was the earthquakes,” Sheshik said, her gaze distant. “So many lately… If we’re feeling them here, I assume it’s worse in the Empire.”

	“We’ve always had them in Cosmal, but my parents—my mother said they’d become more frequent lately.”

	Sheshik scooted to the edge of her bunk and worked at the buckle closing her trunk. Once it was freed, she tossed the lid back. Avill leaned forward. To her surprise, the trunk was nearly empty. From its depths, Sheshik extracted a leather pouch. The drawstring had stiffened with age, and the woman’s lips twisted in annoyance as she worked at it. “Need to replace this,” she muttered.

	Once the drawstring was freed, she upended the pouch and shook out a polished yellow stone the size of a chicken’s egg. Sheshik cradled the stone in her hand, then crawled her fingers over it.

	“What’s is it?”

	“History,” Sheshik said. “When I was very young, my father was not only head of our band, but also the highest authority on the Free Council. It’s the position I hold now, which is why the stone passed to me. The First Tribe gave us a story to remember. Warning signs that needed our eternal vigilance. But the ancestors knew how difficult it would be to keep the history alive. It’s been nearly a thousand years. So with the story came the stone. It helps us remember. Take it.”

	Sheshik held out the stone, and Avill shied away. “I—it’s yours. It came from your ancestors.”

	A kind smile crinkled the corners of Sheshik’s eyes. Rising from the bed, she swiveled and then sank into the nest of furs beside Avill. She supported Avill’s hand from beneath, gently forced Avill’s fingers open, and laid the stone in her palm. “We can argue over it later. But for now, hold it tight. It will take days for me to teach you everything. Far longer if you don’t have the stone to help.”

	Avill squeezed, and the stone warmed under her grip. “Is it supposed to heat up?”

	“Bless the sun,” Sheshik said. “I was afraid it wouldn’t work. Yes, it’s supposed to get warm. Now, as long as I recall everything properly and you can convince that pendant to carry you back to the Empire, perhaps we can stop the flood.”

	“I don’t know what you mean by a flood.”

	“As I said, the tale is long. But I believe it will answer many questions for you. Are you ready to begin?”

	Avill licked her lips. “I—I suppose so.”

	Sheshik nodded and closed her eyes. When she began to hum, the oil lanterns flared and smells grew stronger. The stone in Avill’s hand warmed even more, banishing the chill much like Sheshik’s fish broth did.

	“Our people weren’t always nomads,” Sheshik began. “We haven’t always wandered the tundra. Long, long ago, we climbed down from the rocky Icethorns and settled here. We’d done something very wrong, and only barely managed to fix it. Those who survived—the First Tribe—dedicated themselves to keeping the memory alive. We were afraid that others would repeat our mistakes or that our feeble repairs wouldn’t hold back the flood forever. Unfortunately, as judged by the signs, both these events are coming to pass.” 
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Chapter One

	 

	Teppo

	Dukket Waystation, Cosmal Province

	 

	 

	INCOMPREHENSION FOGGED THE refugees’ faces. The events of the last days had been too much. In time, Teppo knew, the men and women from the Cosmal Peninsula would pull these memories from the dark waters of their minds. They would sort through what had happened, the homes and neighbors they’d lost in the days that the Maelstrom swallowed Cosmal Province. But for now, they could only trudge forward, children’s hands clutched in their own, small knapsacks holding all that remained of their lives.

	Teppo lifted his rucksack from the dust and laid a hand on the splintered wood of Dukket Waystation’s stables. It was time to say goodbye to the only home he’d ever known. Beneath his feet, the ground trembled, the low growl of the province being eaten alive. The tremors hadn’t stopped since the morning the Maelstrom had roared to life. In a few days, the waves would reach the base of the Cosmal Crease. No doubt the shaking would continue until nothing remained of the Cosmali homeland. 

	Slinging his rucksack over his shoulder, Teppo set out on the Imperial Crossing, the only maintained road through the rugged Crease. Most refugees would leave in the morning, but he saw no reason to wait. The evening air blew cool against the sweat that dampened his hairline as he trudged up the first slope. At the crest of the hill, he looked back over the Waystation and the remains of Cosmal beyond. Within a league of the Crease, hungry waves slammed against the land again and again. Devouring. Furious.

	Lifting fingers in a wave of goodbye, he turned and continued forward. The road was a jumble of raw earth and dark gashes. Every few hundred paces, a wooden post marked the track. Ordinarily sturdy and vertical, they now tilted at wild angles like drunken sentries. Teppo kicked one as he passed.

	The earth shuddered as a larger quake passed through its flesh. Teppo slowed and bent his knees to wait for it to pass. As the rumble increased, a new rift cracked the road in front of him. Teppo backpedaled, thoughts flashing to stories of travelers swallowed by sudden chasms. After a moment, though, the trembling stilled.

	The damp smell of freshly-exposed earth filled the evening air. Teppo advanced slowly, testing each footstep. When he reached the edge of the crack, he planted the heel of his boot and shoved. The ground held, and he committed weight to his foot. As he stepped forward, he noticed a new scent in the air.

	He’d smelled it before, this odor of rotten fruit tinged with metal, but he couldn’t quite place the source. Shrugging, he stepped over the dark rift and continued forward.

	The scent grew stronger. Teppo swallowed, abruptly uneasy. Around him, the landscape was darkening with the coming of dusk. Maybe he should have stayed at the Waystation one more night, but what good would that have done? The moon was full; even with the clouds, it would light the way through the Crease. Daylight would do nothing to stabilize the road.

	In the back of his mind, though, he feared the shifting earth wasn’t the only danger out here. Teppo walked with ears alert, eyes darting back and forth. His hand strayed to the dagger buckled at his waist. More of a long knife, really. A finer weapon in the possession of a stablehand would have attracted the protectors’ interest. Regardless, Teppo knew how to use the blade. His years with Stormshard had taught him that much.

	The first crunch on the road behind him sent a chill down his spine. Focusing his mind, he squeezed the hilt and pulled his knife free in a smooth motion. A sense of calm flooded him. He turned to face whoever approached.

	A nightmare crouched before him. Low to the ground on furred legs that bent like a lizard’s, the creature bared gleaming teeth. Its face was a mix of human and boar, upturned nose, long slits for nostrils. The beast reeked of rot, and in a few places, strips of flesh hung from its unnatural limbs. It wore a moldering tunic over the patchy fur on its torso.

	Teppo was still frozen in shock when the monster sprang. He reacted too late, and though his knife struck the monster in the neck, the beast’s claws pierced Teppo’s chest, splintering ribs. Teppo’s scream gurgled while two more abominations crawled from the gash in the earth.

	He fell beneath the first monster’s attack, head cracking against a stone. Stars filled his vision, the first he’d seen since the clouds had covered the sky.

	A distant, animal part of him struggled beneath the monster’s weight, squirming in the dust. He was already dead—he knew that much. But still he fought.

	The pain is regrettable, a sudden voice said into his mind. But it’s the only way to reach the peace beyond the veil. You’ll be grateful for your freedom soon enough. Relax if you can.

	Teppo tried to scream as the beast’s claw tore free, opening a hole in his chest. His life receded. He turned his head, hoping for a last glimpse of Cosmal. His home.

	He saw more monsters. At least a dozen had climbed from the gash. They marched in strict formation, and he had only a moment to be grateful that they were advancing north, away from the Waystation and the Provs sheltering there.

	Teeth closed around Teppo’s windpipe. They pierced the fragile skin of his neck. He knew no more.

	


Chapter Two

	 

	Kostan

	Common room, Graybranch Inn

	 

	 

	“THE MAGES ARE gathering in a few of the larger homes in the Heights,” Vaness said as she read from a small, leather-bound ledger. She ran a hand over the top of her head, smoothing her dark hair as she spoke. “Or rather, the argents and aurums are gathering. I believe many ferros survived, but the rumors among the mages claim that something has shaken their order. The Aurum Trinity believes they’re organizing in secret.”

	“To what purpose?”

	She shrugged. “It’s always been difficult to understand ferro motives. I’ll do my best to find out more. As for the other two orders, the mages who were with your army suffered far fewer casualties than the ordinary soldiers.”

	“How about those who were still in Steelhold when Havialo struck?”

	My friend pressed her lips together. I could tell she didn’t want to answer.

	“Give me the numbers, please. How many have we lost?” I didn’t expect the news to be good; our preliminary counts showed that at least half the people in Steelhold had lost their lives when Havialo had demolished the spire atop which the fortress had stood. Without Savra, of course, everyone would have died. But still, the scope of the losses struck me hard every time I considered it.

	“Almost half the argents. A third of the aurums,” Vaness said, apologizing with her eyes as if the numbers were somehow her fault.

	Fishel, the proprietor of the Graybranch Inn, cupped large hands around a mug of steaming tea. He shook his head in dismay, briefly scanning the common room as if explanations for the tragedy might be standing against the walls. So many people had died. But we couldn’t afford to focus on our losses. It had been seven days since Havialo had unleashed the Breaking, and we’d scarcely begun to take stock of the new problems. Without my friends, though, I’d be nowhere. Vaness worked tirelessly to help me organize the throne’s power structure, while Fishel had the enormous task of overseeing the rebuilding and aid efforts in the Prov districts.

	“Have you found Azar?” I asked Vaness. The ferro mage apprentice was another of my stolid allies, and I hoped she could help me in the days ahead.

	Vaness nodded, and a bit of tension left my shoulders. Before marching to meet Stormshard in battle, I’d warned Vaness, Azar, and my friend, Lyrille, to leave the Hold. I’d had visions of its collapse, and the prophecies had seemed inescapable.

	“She’s gone in search of the ferros,” Vaness said. “We’re meeting later today. Should I tell her to come see you?”

	“Let her keep searching,” I said. Right now, Azar would serve me best by finding her order and strengthening her ties to them.

	“You’ve heard the numbers from the protectors’ order already,” Vaness said, running her finger down the ledger. “Though I double-checked the Prime’s report for you. Would you like me to go over them again?”

	I shook my head. The Prime Protector had tallied the losses and injuries among our soldiers within three days of the attack. The numbers were seared into my memory. We’d lost fifty men and women in the battle for Pascar, another nine while retreating toward Jaliss, five defending the streets from the Riftspawn horde, and, most tragically, every guard who’d stayed behind to defend the Hold. Duty had come first for the Empire’s soldiers, and when the inhabitants of Steelhold had fled in a panic, the protectors had remained at the gates. My chest tightened at the thought. I wished I’d told them to abandon their posts if the situation became dire.

	“Still, though,” Vaness said, “the majority of your forces are intact. Around half of the injured from the Prime’s report have now recovered and resumed duty. We expect more soldiers to arrive from the closest garrisons, though as the Prime is likely to report, she’s troubled by delays in their arrival.”

	“We still don’t know what the roads are like beyond the area we’ve surveyed,” I said. I didn’t need to add that it was easy to guess their condition based on what we’d seen thus far. “I should hear more about that today.”

	“I hope the information is good,” she said.

	“As do I.” I sighed before asking my next question. “What of the Atal, Vaness? Any progress? Have they agreed to help with rebuilding?”

	She curled her lip. “Many in the merchant-class have offered goods—after receiving assurance of repayment, of course. As for the elite, a scattered few said they’d donate steel coin, but only if the work focused first on the boundary wall between the Heights and the other districts.”

	I pushed the tip of my index finger against the table until the knuckle blanched white. Storms blast the Atal. What use was coin in a ruined city? And why would we even consider shoring up their boundary wall when half the city’s population was homeless? I’d hoped that the attacks on Jaliss might have slapped sense into the elite, but clearly they still clung to their arrogance and prejudices.

	“Well, continue as you have been with them. Eventually, their cellars and pantries will empty, and they’ll be forced to leave their mansions to seek out suppliers. It will be a shock for them to learn no one wants their coin. They’ll have to work and barter like everyone else.”

	Vaness nodded and continued scanning her ledger. “That covers the tasks you’d assigned me. There’s one more thing, though…”

	“Go ahead.”

	“I put in an order for a new Emperor’s cloak, seeing as yours was lost when the Hold fell. There’s a tailor on Crescent Street who has a large bolt of purple brocade and plenty of exotic weasel fur for the trim. I was thinking amethyst for the gems on the clasp.”

	I laid a palm on the table, pressing it flat to keep my composure. “Vaness, I—”

	She couldn’t keep a straight face. A faint twitch of her lip gave her away.

	“You’re joking,” I said.

	Fishel’s booming laugh confirmed it.

	“So which one of you came up with the idea?” I asked, rolling my eyes.

	Fishel snorted. “As if we’d tell you our secrets. In any case, would you like to hear where the recovery in the Splits stands? It’s a slight improvement, though the difficult conditions still hamper us.” Unlike Vaness, Fishel kept the information he reported tucked neatly in his mind. I’d been skeptical at first, but after he’d rattled off a tally of craftsman in twelve different specialties, detailing the blocks and districts to which he recommended assigning each type, I no longer questioned his methods. Though it did make me wonder why he still insisted on marking Savra’s and my room in his massive ledger every night. I think he enjoyed embarrassing us. 

	And speaking of Savra… “I would like to hear, my friend,” I said. “But it won’t be long before the Prime and half a dozen others arrived to say their piece for the morning. Even the astrologers have requested a meeting. I suspect I’ll be in discussions for hours.”

	“I prepared you a tray for her,” Fishel said with a knowing smile. He gestured with his chin. “It’s on the counter behind the bar.”

	I shook my head as I stood. I’d thought my years of Scion training made me better at hiding my emotions.

	“If you can delay a minute more,” Vaness said. “I’d like to get to work and need some direction first.” 

	I stopped part way across the room. Though I wished she’d take some time to rest, maybe even to mourn the loss of our childhood home and many of the people we’d known, that wasn’t Vaness’ way. She needed to be busy right now. Almost since birth, she’d been trained for the possibility that she might lead an Empire someday. Now, stripped of all the responsibilities the old traditions had pressed on her, she needed somewhere to channel that conditioning.

	“Check with the Prime to see if you can help facilitate the scouting. We need to know more about what’s happening outside Jaliss. And if Fishel can spare the workers, I think we should start sifting through the rubble of the Hold. We must bury the dead and we should scavenge what we can, whether that’s building materials or clothing to help the Provs weather the nights outside their homes. Check with the protectors to make sure the patrols can be widened to cover the area, and then send out crews that you and Fishel both trust.”

	“Of course, your eminence,” she said as she stood.

	I stopped myself from asking her to use my given name. She needed the separation, or she wouldn’t have abandoned using it. Vaness and I had never expected a future together, but the change in our relationship had hardened her. Though she seemed to accept my bond with Savra, she hadn’t made her own new friends, and she certainly hadn’t met any men. I knew too well how difficult it was to cast off the isolation we Scions had been expected to endure. In time, though, I hoped she’d accept a life where friendships weren’t taboo and love was not forbidden.

	Vaness was already slipping out the front door when I climbed the first of the inn’s stairs with Savra’s breakfast tray in hand. Fishel began busying himself around the common room, preparing meals for the other guests, around a dozen Provs he’d recruited to help him manage the city’s rebuilding. 

	I smirked, realizing how easily I’d vanished from their minds. In truth, though, I wouldn’t want it any other way.

	Taking a deep breath to rid myself of worries, I mounted the stairs. The best hour of my day awaited me.

	***

	The room I shared with Savra was smaller than a closet in the Emperor’s chambers. A wardrobe stood against one wall. Opposite it was a bed barely wide enough for two, and completing the furnishings, two straight-backed chairs bracketed a simple table. Savra sat in one, eyes closed, hands resting lightly on the table.

	Storms, but she was beautiful.

	I slid through the door, pulled it quietly shut, and laid her tray on the table. She didn’t move or look up as I padded the remaining distance to stand beside her. Looking down at the top of her head, I felt abruptly shy. Should I disturb her? In the days we’d stayed here together, she’d risen long before dawn and moved to the table to focus her aura-sight. Sometimes she held the black-iron rod she’d apprehended from the ferro mages, and sometimes she worked with nothing on the table before her.

	I understood little about her magic, but I was trying. I wanted to help her advance her knowledge. More, I was desperate to protect her. She’d experienced many strange—and frightening—effects of her spiritism during the battle for Jaliss. Unfortunately, spiritism had been outlawed in the Empire for decades, so finding teachers was nearly impossible. Those she had met, like Falla, had little ability to teach her beyond what she’d already discovered. Savra needed to be her own instructor, a difficult challenge.

	My gaze flicked to her bracelet. There was one other person who could help her: Lilik, a woman whose spirit had been trapped inside the silver and gold band for centuries. The woman’s husband dwelt within the jewelry as well. Savra had been shy to tell me of her companions, and I didn’t really blame her. It had to be strange to have other souls so near. Lately, my opinion of Lilk and Raav had wavered between annoyance and discomfort because Lilik had closed herself off. She ignored most of Savra’s attempts at conversation, and when she didn’t, her responses were curt. Cold, in some cases. It worried Savra, enough that I’d started to wonder why she still wore the bracelet.

	I realized my fingers were tapping nervously against my thigh, and I clenched my fist. I didn’t need to be anxious around this woman. But she amazed me, and I couldn’t help feeling like I couldn’t match her strengths. At the very least, I felt as if I shouldn’t bother her while she swam through magical seas I could scarcely understand.

	But she needed to eat. I fortified myself with that excuse as I brushed her hair back from her cheek, leaned down, and kissed it gently.

	Savra’s eyes fluttered open. She turned to me with a smile that banished my insecurities. For a moment, nothing existed beyond the walls of the Graybranch Inn. No city in shambles, no fears of more Riftspawn swarming from chasms, no landscape in ruins after Havialo’s destruction. There was only the quiet warmth of the small room and another person who, by some miracle, wished to share it with me.

	“Welcome back,” she said. “How is Vaness?”

	“Very serious about her tasks. If it were anyone else, I’d force her to ease up. But it’s just the way she is. I always thought she’d make the best ruler from among us.”

	“She probably thought the same about you.”

	“That’s what she claims, but I find it hard to believe her.”

	Yawning, Savra gathered her auburn hair in a clump behind her neck then split the tresses and began weaving them into a braid. Her fingers worked with a nimbleness I couldn’t fathom, though to be fair, my hair had never been longer than a finger’s length. I supposed years of practice could even teach someone like me the art of it.

	When her braid was finished, she slid the breakfast tray close. I rounded the table and sat opposite, content to watch her eat.

	“Have you had breakfast?” she asked.

	“I did, but the fare was not nearly so fine.” I smirked at the array of offerings on her tray. A small saucer held candied fruit, a teapot steamed beside a cup, and in the center of the tray, a tart had been smothered in clotted cream and dotted with berries.

	“Oh?” Remarkably, her innocent tone wasn’t even feigned. “What did you have?”

	“Porridge. Though there was a pat of butter melted into it.”

	Savra laughed. “I guess we know which guest is Fishel’s favorite.”

	“Maybe I should be proud that he considers me humble enough for simple food.”

	She inspected the tart from different angles as if deciding which aspect looked the most delicious. “I think you’re right. Would previous Emperors of Atal have been content to eat as the Provs do? I think he’s showing you that he accepts you.”

	I smiled at her as I leaned back in my chair. Once Savra decided which bite to take first, half the cream-soaked tart disappeared so quickly I felt I’d scarcely blinked. If I ate that fast, half the food would end up on my shirt. Savra hadn’t spilled a crumb.

	“Any progress with your investigations?” I asked when she paused to pour a cup of tea.

	Disappointment flickered on her face. I noticed that she laid a hand over her bracelet. Lilik’s recent rebuffs had hurt her more than she admitted. “Less than I’d like. But I hope to work with Falla today.” Savra’s gaze dropped to the table while she sucked on her lower lip. “Any fresh news from the scouts?”

	“Not yet, but I’ll meet with the Prime later. I asked Vaness to help her organize more surveys.” I reached across the table and touched her forearm. “I know it’s not just Parveld you’re worried about. We’ll find your family, I swear.”

	I meant the vow, even though I wondered how I’d fulfill it. The Empire was so vast, and her parents and sister could be anywhere. But once the roads were restored and the couriers could travel quickly, we’d send messages to every town until we found them. Previous Emperors had maintained order and communication across the entire sweep of land. I could do the same.

	“My father asked me to send word to a man named Teppo on the Cosmal Peninsula. But that was before the Breaking.”

	“Once the couriers can reach the south, we’ll put a letter to Teppo in the first batch.”

	She fiddled with the end of her braid as she smiled. “I hate that I burden you with my worries. You already have so many responsibilities.”

	“And they’re much lighter because of you.” I squeezed her forearm. “I mean it.”

	She laid a hand over mine before plucking her fork from her tray. Another large portion of the tart disappeared, but after a moment, she sat back, defeated. “I’m afraid I’ll be too heavy to move if I finish it.”

	I smirked. “Maybe Fishel enjoys your presence so much he doesn’t want you capable of leaving.”

	She sighed and laid a hand on her stomach and picked up her tea. “I should beware his tricks.”

	“So,” I said, glancing toward the window and the wooden shades locked across it. I felt the blush in my cheeks, my shyness suddenly returned. “I need to meet with the Prime late this morning. But seeing as she’s not here yet…”

	The corner of Savra’s mouth twisted into a mischievous smile. She set down her teacup. “I think the rest of my tea can wait.”

	I stood and helped her from her chair. She sank into my arms, and I brushed stray hairs from her face before lowering my lips to hers.

	


Chapter Three

	 

	Savra

	Cathedral of the dead

	 

	 

	THE BLACK-IRON rod of the ferro mages dug into my palm, ridges cutting across my calluses, the coolness of the metal dissipating the longer I clutched it. My anchor to the mortal realm, the rod was the only changeless thing in the shifting halls of the dead. If I lost it, my spirit might remain here, trapped beyond the veil for eternity.

	I wished I could tie it to my arm.

	Around me, heavy pillars and buttresses supported a shadowy, arched ceiling. Black stains ran down the oppressive gray walls. A stream of the dead wandered this area of the labyrinth. More phantom than real, the beings formed of mist and shadows paid me little heed unless I focused my attention on them. I spotted a pair drifting together. They spoke in low tones so muted I couldn’t make out the words. As I pressed my awareness against them, the shifting light congealed into human forms. Features emerged from the darkness. As our contact solidified, one of them jerked and grabbed her companion’s arm. 

	“I’m sorry to surprise you,” I said gently. I’d learned that I appeared as ethereal to the dead as they did to me until I formed a bond.

	The woman had a careworn face fixed in a contented expression while the man was younger, clad in a simple woodsman’s tunic sprinkled with sawdust. I wondered whether they were husband and wife. Men often died young in the logging camps of Guralan Province. Perhaps she’d outlived him by a few decades.

	“We’ve heard of you,” she said. “Savra. Thank you for saving so many.”

	I swallowed and gripped the rod tighter. Though I’d spared many lives by stopping Steelhold’s fall, there were still far too many fresh spirits in the dead’s realm. More would soon arrive unless I could find information about the Maelstrom’s rift and the failing seal. I didn’t know how we would save the Empire given what we knew. Parveld had been a student of the ancient rifts, but he was lost to us. Missing, and possibly mad. And since the battle for Jaliss, Lilik had been so reserved and cold that I was afraid to speak to her.

	“I’m looking for someone with knowledge of spiritism,” I said. “I need a teacher.”

	“We heard. And you wish to find out the secrets of the wardstones and Maelstrom. So many questions,” the man said. He showed his palms in apology. “We’re simple people, unfortunately. We mostly keep to ourselves.”

	“I understand,” I said. 

	I turned to go, but the woman stepped in front of me. “One other thing. My—I am newly arrived, or…” Her brow furrowed. “Or so it seems. Time is difficult.”

	“I’m sorry,” I said, unsure whether condolences were appropriate.

	Her lips turned up in a melancholy smile. “Don’t be. I’m reunited with my love. But our daughter still lives in Bellows. In Guralan Province. Don’t let her die young like her father did. Her name’s Delsha.”

	“Delsha,” I repeated. “We’re scouting the roads now. As soon as we’re in contact with Guralan, I’ll send word to her. If it’s safest to bring her here, I’ll make sure she has a spot on a caravan.”

	The woman’s face crumpled with relief, and her husband laid a gentle arm around her shoulders. “Thank you,” he whispered before tugging her around me. 

	The couple dissolved into mist. They seemed happier than most phantoms. Other spirits spoke only of their oppressed existence, painful deaths, the constant exhaustion of fulfilling their Functions. Even the Atal had lived unhappy lives, burdened by power struggles and the fear of assassination by rivals.

	Ahead, the hallway opened into a vaulted chamber. I paused and gawked at the shadowy recesses. Light lanced through unseen holes in the lofty vaults, the beams crisscrossing the darkness. I hadn’t realized I’d come so far—since grasping the rod and entering the cathedral of the dead, I felt I’d only walked for a few minutes.

	Each region within the halls reflected the emotions people had carried with them across the veil. Most of the Empire’s recently deceased had lived miserable lives. The deeper I traveled into the halls—the farther back into the generations—the mood and architecture lightened.

	I advanced through the chamber and into hallways that grew cheerier with every step. My echoing footsteps changed from heavy thudding to a merry tap-tap. Soon, I’d left the darkness behind and entered rooms filled with light and refracting crystal. The homes of our ancestors were delicate, whimsical creations. I slowed and breathed deep of the fresh air.

	The spirits here were fainter and harder to perceive. I focused on a collection of wisps. Ever so slowly, a body began to take shape. I held my breath. This was progress. Gripping the rod tighter, I clenched my eyes shut and concentrated. An image flashed to mind, a tall woman with a faraway gaze. Loose clothing whipped against her limbs as if she stood in a heavy gale. But the vision disintegrated as quickly as it had come. When I opened my eyes, the phantom had vanished.

	Sighing, I spoke to the air. “I wish to understand the wardstones. I seek the mages who pushed back the Hunger. If you can hear me, I beg you, answer.”

	I sighed. This was as deep as I’d come into the labyrinth. Farther on, the halls grew so twisted and convoluted I couldn’t make sense of them. Corridors shifted and turned back to swallow themselves. If I journeyed deeper, I’d probably never find my way back.

	But somewhere in the ancient past, there were answers. Those who’d sealed the rift in a previous millennium had to be here somewhere.

	Maybe I could go just a little farther.

	As I moved, the hall shifted around me, slowly rotating until a wall became the floor.

	Savra, Lilik said.

	I jerked in surprise—it had been so long since she’d contacted me.

	Yes?

	It’s too far. Dangerous. Especially before you figure out how to cross the veil without the rod.

	I contained a retort that I’d surely regret later. Though Lilik had been rude lately, cutting off conversations or ignoring me entirely, I couldn’t forget what she’d sacrificed to help me.

	Why would it be different without the rod?

	Because when you use a tool to open the way, your understanding of the realm is weakened.

	I rotated the rod in my hand. If she’d told me this sooner, I might have focused on learning how to cross the veil without it.

	Ahead, a faint trace of a spirit drifted toward me. I pinned my focus to it and took a step forward.

	Savra, Lilik said. I know my behavior has hurt you. But please listen. Turn around.

	When I glanced over my shoulder, a dagger of fear struck me. I didn’t recognize the shape of the corridor. Around twenty paces behind me, the hallway forked. Which passage had I entered by?

	Go back. It may resolve.

	She didn’t need to say more. With hurried steps, I dashed for the fork. As I advanced, one of the passages faded. When I recognized the corridor’s shape, I sank to my knees. Thank the clear skies, I said. And thank you, Lilik.

	No need. It’s rare that I can help you, but it’s the reason I chose this existence.

	I took a deep breath. Have I done something to upset you?

	You’ve done nothing wrong, Savra. As I said, I’m sorry for my behavior. I’ll explain, but I’m not ready yet. Soon?

	I—sure. Soon.

	Thank you for understanding. Lilik extended a thread of gratitude with her words, and immediately after, her contact vanished.

	After my near brush with getting lost, I hurried back through the labyrinth, heart thumping. Despite the sullen mood in the darker halls, I sighed in relief when I stepped beneath their heavy ceilings. When I recognized the last few turns before my exit, I slowed and strolled through the echoing corridors at a normal pace. As my gaze passed over the wandering dead, figures surfaced from the mists, hinting at their true forms before fading into shifting patterns. I nodded greetings out of politeness, but the dead didn’t seem to notice me. 

	I’d nearly reached the exit, a glowing alcove formed by my connection with the rod, when I felt a solid presence at my elbow.

	I turned and smiled as a girl faded into existence. “Hello, Cartilla.”

	“I knew I’d see you if I waited here,” she said, grinning. I envied her cheeriness despite her understanding that she’d been executed at just twelve years old as punishment for her father’s crimes.

	“I don’t know how you find me,” I said. “But I’m glad.”

	“I just sense you, I guess,” Cartilla said with a shrug. “Maybe because I look forward to seeing you. The others are awfully boring.” She stuck out her lower lip and then laughed.

	“I doubt I’m much better,” I said. “Always focusing on the Maelstrom and the Hunger.”

	“Yes, but at least you don’t complain all the time. Hey, I want to show you something. Come!” She gestured with her hand, begging me to follow. I glanced toward the rod’s glowing alcove. My exit could wait a little longer.

	After a series of short hallways, Cartilla stopped in an arched doorway. 

	My eyes widened. “This is beautiful, Cartilla. How did you find it?” 

	Before me, a sweeping staircase descended to an onyx-floored ballroom filled with glowing motes. Within, a handful of misty figures twirled, the floating lights chasing their movements. 

	“I’m not sure. I was sitting here remembering my friends from back in—from when I was alive. I wasn’t paying attention until one of the little lights floated in front of my face. I think maybe—I think I made it.”

	“I like it,” I said. “I think they do, too.” 

	She grinned at my praise. Cartilla had been a pretty girl. She had a strong frame unlike so many of the waif-like Atal women. I suspected her mother had raised her to become more than a decoration on some elite-class gentleman’s arm. Cartilla’s mother had chosen to be with Havialo out of love, not because of his status. Because he’d been a geognost, they hadn’t even been allowed to marry. 

	“Have you seen your father yet?” I asked. Havialo had died with my dagger in his heart. I didn’t regret it, though I wished he hadn’t made it necessary. 

	She shook her head. “But I have a message for you.” Her lips twitched in a pleased smile.

	“Oh?” I asked, brows raised.

	“It came to me like an echo.”

	“Like an echo? I don’t understand.”

	“Along the corridors. The others passed it along like a responsibility that no one wanted until finally, the words landed in my ears. I knew right away the message was for you. It said, ‘The stones magnify the nobility and truth inside us.’”

	I stiffened. The stones? Did I dare assume the message was a response to one of the questions I’d called out? “Who sent the message? Did they say?”

	“I don’t know. But the words were tangled and tumbled over one another, so I think they traveled far.”

	I gripped the ferros’ rod tighter. A message from afar. From the ancient chambers? It made sense.

	“Thank you,” I said, reaching for Cartilla’s hand and squeezing. My stomach twisted when I made physical contact with one of the dead, but it didn’t seem to bother them. “It’s helpful. Very. I should go, though. The message has given me a lot to think about.”

	The girl waved off my farewell. “Go ahead. I didn’t want to be rude, but I was hoping to dance.”

	***

	The walls of the snug Graybranch room muffled sounds from the streets, turning the shouts of workers and the march of protectors’ boots into a low, comforting din. I set the black-iron rod on the table and stood.

	My satchel hung off a post on the bed’s footboard. I snaked a hand inside and pulled out the wardstone that Stormshard had loaned me.

	The bedcovers were still rumpled. I smoothed them before flopping down. The polished agate cradled in my palm was neither warm nor cold. When viewed with my ordinary sight, it was a simple, lifeless stone. But when I brought my aura-sight forward, I sensed vitality from deep within it.

	The stones magnify the nobility and truth inside us.

	Tracing a finger over the concentric bands of color in the agate, I considered the message. If Cartilla was right, and the words had been meant for me, they must have been referring to the wardstones, the Heartstone, or both.

	Did that mean the faint aura I sensed within the agate was a reflection of my inner quality? 

	As I strengthened my aura-sight, light bloomed in the depths of the wardstone. I placed the agate on the covers beside me, and the glow dimmed. Maybe the stone’s life was an extension of my own. But that didn’t explain the silvery beings that had sprung from the stones when Stormshard had chased away Riftspawn. When I’d called out to the glowing figures, one had turned to me.

	Or maybe the explanation did make sense, after all. Maybe I hadn’t been speaking to separate spirits, but rather to manifestations of the Sharders’ nobility. 

	I tapped my fingers on the covers. If all of that were true, did it mean the glowing warrior Kostan had summoned from the Heartstone hadn’t been an ancient conjuring, but rather an amplified projection of his inner self?

	Grabbing the stone again, I tried to will a portion of my aura into it. The results were disappointing. No glowing being rose from my palm. Maybe the wardstones only worked when the Riftspawn were near.

	Well, I probably wasn’t going to solve the puzzle now. I leaned back on the stack of pillows piled against the headboard. As I did every few hours, I spread my aura-sight wider and called into the vastness.

	Parveld?

	I didn’t expect an answer, and I didn’t get one. Either he wasn’t in the area, or he’d been right about the Hunger’s corruption taking him. I sighed and closed my eyes. My thoughts began to drift, and when a rapping came at the door, I started.

	“It’s open,” I called.

	The door swung open, revealing Meageld, a Sharder man who worked closely with the trackers I’d sent in search of Parveld.

	I sat up straight. “Anything?”

	Lips pressed together, he shook his head. “We thought we’d found signs of his passage. Footprints headed north from where the army disappeared. The marks shuffled as if the person’s toes were dragging. But they entered a trampled area where the Spawn had torn up the earth, and we couldn’t find anything beyond.”

	I sighed. “Thank you for looking. There’s much to be done, and I understand your resources are thin.”

	The man shrugged. “To tell the truth, there’s not much for the trackers to do right now. Just today, the Emperor asked us to help comb through the wreckage of Steelhold. Vaness suggested we search for a particular bracer while we’re out there. Before we received that assignment, half my trackers were pacing around the Sharder camp like caged hunting cats.”

	“Speaking of hunting, I heard you were helping with that.”

	“True. Sirez dispatches a few of us to track game each day. She thinks food will become a problem soon. In any case, your request didn’t tax us.”

	I stared at the far wall, thinking. It did sound like those shuffling tracks could’ve belonged to Parveld, but they could as easily have been made by a wounded soldier who’d had the misfortune of stumbling into the Spawn horde.

	“Well, if you don’t mind, ask the hunters to keep alert for human tracks.  Maybe Parveld traveled faster than I’d expected.”

	“Will do.” The man stepped to the door then hesitated with his hand on the latch. “Hey, Savra?”

	“Yes?”

	“I’ve taken another action which might interest you. With Joran gone, the conclave sees no reason to uphold your father’s exile. We’re attempting to make contact with our network of Stormshard sympathizers in the wider Empire. I don’t know if or when the message might find him, but I wanted you to know I sent word along with our reports. Your father is welcome back, both into the organization and the conclave itself.” 

	Warmth spread through my chest. Between Kostan’s and Stormshard’s efforts to contact my father, maybe I stood a chance of finding him after all. “Thank you, Meageld. It means more than you know.”

	The man didn’t respond, but rather nodded and slipped out the door.

	


Chapter Four

	 

	Kostan

	Merchant's Quarter, Jaliss

	 

	 

	THE COBBLESTONE STREETS in the Merchant’s Quarter were still a jumbled mess. As I climbed with the Prime Protector from the Splits toward the center of the city, I couldn’t help stopping at times to fit a stone back into place. The Prime tolerated my delays, though not without a faint air of impatience. As for the guard detail that shadowed me whenever I left the Graybranch, they didn’t dare let their opinions show on their faces.

	Rough edges grated as I worked another paver in between its neighbors. As I stood, I caught the eye of a small child who was crouching on the stoop of a cobbler's shop. The little girl spoke in a quiet voice to a bundle of rags with stitching that sketched a face. She sent her words out of the side of her mouth when giving her doll’s responses as if to throw her voice. When she caught me looking, she clutched her toy close.

	I smiled at her, hoping my sadness didn’t show. I’d never had toys. If I’d been caught playing or pretending, I’d likely have been punished with blows from a leather strap. But I’d never suffered the hunger I saw in the girl’s too-large eyes and hollowed cheeks.

	I stomped the cobblestone flat, pounding so hard the shock traveled up to my hip, then marched on. It was easy to think we’d won a great victory by successfully defending Jaliss. But for every few citizens who’d been saved, someone had been lost. Perhaps the outcome had been written in fate’s ledgers long before my birth, but I’d still failed to thwart destiny’s cruel plan. The coming times would be even more difficult according to the Bracer of Sight. This time, I would do everything I could to murder fate’s plans in their cradle.

	“What have your runners found?” I asked, slowing my pace so the Prime and I walked side by side. Ever alert, she kept a hand on her long dagger, scanning alleys and rooftops as if a crazed Prov or rampaging Riftspawn could leap out at any moment.

	“We’ve pushed our survey farther south and east. Around half a dozen townships are within easy reach, and the damage to the roads is minimal. I sent small detachments of soldiers to each, and we’re in contact with one protectors’ garrison along the eastern foothills. In general, the structures there fared no worse than Jaliss did in Havialo’s quakes.”

	The news made it a bit easier to walk with my spine straight. After looking at the gash that had severed Jaliss from Pascar, adding an extra hour’s ride to reach the town, I’d worried about conditions farther afield.

	“And they’ve been invited to the city?” We didn’t fully understand the extent of the Riftspawn threat, and it would be difficult to defend the scattered townships in the event of an attack. But Jaliss had the protection of the Heartstone, activated when I bonded to the massive red stone with my Heartshard pendant.

	“I did. The reports aren’t promising. The Atal residents, of course, were quick to respond. They’re already within the Heights demanding lodging from their peers. But the Provs aren’t ready to trust an invitation from the throne. I’m sorry, your eminence.”

	“It’s all right. I expect the struggle to last for a long time.”

	The Prime slowed her steps, even halting to nudge a cobblestone into place. We’d entered a crossroads, and down the intersecting street, a group of masons worked to shore up an unstable wall. I fought the glow of pride in seeing repairs finally taking place. I had little to do with the progress--unless you counted my nomination of Fishel as a leader of the Prov population. In a few short days, he’d managed to organize more forward progress on rebuilding than I had accomplished in the long weeks since I ascended the throne. Either way, though, Jaliss was once again rising from the rubble.

	“Unfortunately, the reports on the nearby towns are the good news, your eminence,” the Prime said as she began walking.

	I should have known the worst was yet to come. My visions had predicted widespread destruction, an Empire in shambles. Compared to what I’d seen through the Bracer, the area around Jaliss had hardly suffered.

	“Go on,” I said, keeping pace. We’d neared the Corridor of Ascent, the walled street that cut through the Heights to reach the point where a steep trail had once switchbacked up Steelhold’s spire. Mule-drawn carts lumbered up and down the Corridor, carrying away unusable rubble and bringing in square-cut stones and timbers suitable for our needs.

	“As I’ve mentioned, we’ve expanded our survey. Unfortunately, while the quakes were minor here, the damage seems to increase the farther away we get. Especially to the south.”

	“There’s no need to soften your report, Prime.”

	Her nod was curt. “Apologies, your eminence. I suppose I was gentling the news as much for myself as for you. It’s bad, Emperor Kostan. The main road to Guralan is entirely impassable. A system of canyons has sliced it to pieces, and we have scouts attempting to find a safe way through. We’ve lost a few surveyors to collapses in the process. Some have drawn within sight of the far rim, only to be stopped with no way forward. It’s complicated. And, by the looks of what they’ve seen on the other side, the going won’t be much easier beyond. Where the land was flat, it’s now a mass of cliffs and ravines. We’ve kept an eye out for chimney smoke that might indicate how well the towns in the southern grasslands fared.”

	“And?”

	“There’s little to report.”

	“How about to the east and west? Are the roads passable?”

	“A little better. It’s difficult to make progress on horseback, but we’re sending soldiers and scouts on foot. One of our survey bands includes a hawk keeper. She sent word that the damage to structures gets much worse in the distant towns. Some settlements seem abandoned. Others have lost almost everyone who lived within.”

	I was walking with my hands clasped behind my back. Now, I squeezed, knuckles cracking. So many dead… I found it hard to fathom.

	As we stepped between the high walls of the Corridor, the Prime lowered her voice to keep it from echoing. “There are other pieces of information, but they come second- and third-hand. We’ve all hoped we faced down the majority of the Riftspawn, but Stormshard has heard rumors that hordes of them are roaming the grasslands. We know nothing from the provinces, but since the quake damage worsens to the south…”

	“We must assume their numbers may be even greater elsewhere. Storms,” I cursed.

	“Once we have the roads open, we’ll send soldiers and builders to help the towns fortify. I don’t know what else we can do.”

	I shook my head. “Nor I. Even if we could get through, we don’t have enough soldiers to defend even a fraction of the towns from a threat like this.”

	“We’re going to suggest that people stay inside. Board over the windows and lay in food and water as if preparing for a siege.”

	I took a deep breath, wishing I could come up with a better plan. “Thank you. I think that’s the best help we can offer.”

	“Of course, your eminence.”

	Ahead, a cart had thrown a wheel, and the driver crouched on the street beside it. Other workers had handed off the reins for their mule teams and were helping unload the heavy stone from the cart bed so that the box could be righted. I considered offering assistance but decided it would only make the other helpers less comfortable. Despite the changes in the city, the Provs still regarded me with a sort of restrained acceptance.

	“What progress has been made on the bridge over the new chasm?” Though most of the rebuilding was being done by the Prov population, I’d asked the protectors to span the rift between the city and Pascar. Some of my concern was that more Riftspawn might emerge from the gorge, but beyond that, the soldiers had the most experience with construction that could affect tactics. Key bridges could win or lose wars.

	“Perhaps within the tenday. Though it won’t gain us much. Beyond Westpass Cut, the road deteriorates.” She sighed as she kicked aside a small stone. “Some of our most experienced builders believe it may be decades before we can move about the Empire as we once did.”

	Decades. I shook my head. I couldn’t accept that estimate, not when we needed to pull together. “Perhaps the builders are thinking in terms of their former capabilities. The throne has never committed all the resources at our disposal. We’ll use the strength and speed of aurum mages—in fact, I’ll send Vaness to speak with them about it tomorrow. No doubt when the ferros show themselves, we’ll find more surprising advantages in their abilities. Please reassure any skeptics that the throne’s full power will help the Empire’s citizens through this.”

	She inclined her head. “Of course, your eminence. And as for our temporary fortifications—” She gestured toward the massive ring of rubble-topped stone that was all that remained of Steelhold’s once-soaring spire. Where the Corridor of Ascent dead-ended against the low wall, a narrow gap had been cut. The gate would be installed soon, but for now, we passed unhindered through the rough-hewn stone hallway and into the central core of our new stronghold.

	In the middle of the circle, the Heartstone gleamed blood-red under the mountain sun. Workers were clearing rubble out of the area and sorting it into piles of waste and reusable material. Walls had begun to rise against the inner arc of Steelhold’s stump. Some were to be barracks, others gatehouses. Atop the rim of stone, a walkway was being leveled, and an outer wall already stood knee-high in places. Eventually, it would stand tall enough to shield archers and spearmen who defended the area.

	Compared to the impregnable fortress Steelhold had been, our work to protect the Heartstone looked like a child’s fort. But for now, it was the best we could do.

	“I’ll be riding out with Savra in two or three days,” I said. “Just for the afternoon, most likely. I realize this won’t please you. I’m informing you so that you may choose your favored guardsman to accompany me.”

	The Prime had started up a newly built staircase that accessed the rim. She hesitated for a moment, then continued upward, stomping more vigorously than before. “You’ve likely anticipated everything I will express as a reservation.”

	“I shouldn’t risk myself. Leaving the safety of the city is foolish. Many Provs still consider me their enemy. The Atal aren’t much fonder of me. Yes, I think I have a handle on your objections.” As I reached the top of the stone ring, the sounds of the city once again reached my ears. Hammers rang against anvils. Cattle, freshly arrived from the nearby pastures, lowed in corrals on the eastern fringe of the city. Somewhere in the Heights, a man shouted for a servant.

	“Then I’ll only ask you to be cautious,” the Prime said she stepped up next to me.

	“I will. And I understand your concerns. But there’s something I need to see so that I can move forward with a clear conscience.”

	“As you say, your eminence.”

	


Chapter Five

	 

	Evrain

	A wagon track in the forests of Guralan

	 

	 

	THE SPONGY FOREST floor gave gently under Evrain’s jogging stride, which was as much blessing as could be had recently. It felt like he’d been running for a tenday, though in truth, he’d set out from Bellows, the informal capital of Guralan Province, just two days ago. The hope he chased was fleeting. A few words, fallen from a traveler’s mouth, of a honey-haired woman brazenly asking for information on Stormshard. His wife, Marleina’s, hair had always seemed spun from amber. It seemed such a narrow chance, but he’d had no choice but to take it.

	The journey was a stupid one by anyone’s reckoning. Ever since the quake-storm had split the Empire’s crust like a rotted egg, Guralan’s constant wind had grown incomprehensibly ferocious. The forest bent under its force, and bone-shaking cracks of snapping trees boomed once for every few of Evrain’s panting breaths. Those evergreens that bore up under the gale’s punishment groaned and crackled as they swayed, loosing a constant patter of pinecones from their upper boughs. 

	Evrain had been in Bellows when the quakes hit, and he was grateful for it. The town, hunkering in a rare open area and scoured by incessant winds, was built for abuse. Over the decades, the gale had flattened those buildings too weak to withstand its punishing force. As a result, most of the surviving structures had remained standing when the Breaking shattered the land.

	Due to news of difficult roads, he’d left his horse behind in Bellows, and with it, most of his supplies. As he trotted doggedly forward, the leather straps of his rucksack sawed at his shoulders. The contents, though meager, battered the small of his back with each bounce. At his hip, he wore a small hatchet, the handle rubbing his thigh. He’d left his short sword with a trusted friend, but kept a belt knife and dagger sheathed opposite the hatchet.  

	Ahead, a felled tree crossed the faint wagon trail. Evrain slowed to a walk as he approached and pulled the hatchet from his belt. The deadfall was of middling size, but the branches were thick, the needles clawing at his face as he shoved into their depths and laid a hand on the flaking bark of a branch. With a quick pair of blows from the hatchet, he severed the limb and pulled it free. Needles rained into his hair as he tossed the bough aside and grabbed the next. He worked quickly. Though the sap-scented gale was at his back, if he rested too much, his sweat would turn icy. 

	After cutting a path through the fallen tree, Evrain brushed the hair and dust from his forehead, stepped over the trunk, and holstered his hatchet. The fallen trees slowed his progress, but compared to the ravines and loose debris left by the quakes, he lost only moments. In the last two days of travel, he’d been forced to abandon the road many times, shoving through brambles and dense woods along the edges of chasms too deep and steep to cross. The widest gorge had cost him half a day. 

	As he rolled his shoulders and resumed his jog. Through the afternoon and on toward evening, he kept the pace, slowing only a little as the light began to drain from the sky, deepening the shadows on the rugged trail.

	As the last flickers of sunlight left the treetops, he started looking for a spot to hunker down for the night. Within a quarter hour,  he was rewarded when the trail bent to the left, rounding a massive tree that could have sheltered a whole family between its curving roots. While the rest of the forest bent and swayed under the gale, the ancient pine stood firm as if laughing at the wind. Its drooping boughs slanted over the road, pulling the narrow track close. Evrain stopped in the tree’s shelter, marveling at how little power the wind had to press into the darkened nook. Of course, sleeping right alongside the road brought its own dangers, but as long as Evrain tucked deep into the shadows of the roots, he doubted he’d be bothered. After all, he’d only passed one other group of travelers since setting out, a family with haunted eyes and sunken cheeks who’d refused to return his greeting.

	He tugged his cloak from his rucksack then began stepping over the tangle of roots and earth in search of a suitable nook. Already, he was thinking of his humble rations, debating whether to suck on a piece of dried and spiced rabbit meat or whether to indulge in the last of his cheese when the smell reached his nostrils.

	Evrain stiffened. At first, he tried to tell himself it was his imagination. Perhaps a gooseberry patch having fruited and grown overripe. But as the stench grew, hints of oiled steel and sulfurous fumes joining the rotten-fruit scent, he couldn’t deny it. There were Riftspawn near.

	Ever so cautiously, Evrain lowered his rucksack from his shoulders, nestling it in a crook between roots so that it wouldn’t roll and clatter. He dropped his hand to his belt and loosened his dagger in the sheath. A ridiculous act, really. If the Spawn came at him, he had little hope of survival whether he fought back or not. But he wouldn’t go without landing a blow or two.

	As the smell grew ever stronger, he pressed his back against the rough bark of the ancient tree. At first, the sound of the advancing beasts was scarcely distinguishable from the moan and crackle of the surrounding forest. High in the treetops, the howling wind covered any shrieks from the Spawn. But soon enough, low pops and tearing sounds joined the clamor. A fresh crash of splintering wood followed, and Evrain jumped when a sapling pierced the curtain of boughs hiding him from the Riftspawn. The small tree had been ripped from the ground, roots and all, and earth still dribbled from its base.

	He cringed. Yes, indeed. What good would a dagger do against a beast that used trees as throwing spears?

	At the very least, the sapling spear didn’t seem to have been aimed at him. If it had, he’d likely be dead already. Back still pressed against the massive tree, he began edging around its base in hopes he could find even better concealment once the trunk stood between him and the monsters. 

	Where the curve of the wide trunk took him away from the road, Evrain spied motion in the corner of his eye. He hadn’t realized that his movement had taken him beyond the shelter of the overhanging branches. He turned to look, unable to help himself, and his heart stuttered.

	Listening to the crash of their progress, he’d assumed that just a small band of Spawn moved through the forest. After all, the wails and shrieks of their kin still haunted his nightmares, so loud he could scarcely think. Fewer than twenty had attacked the ancient keep in the Icethorns, yet they’d been louder than an army of men carrying war trumpets.

	More than a hundred Spawn tore through the forest scant paces from where Evrain stood, so close that their pool of shadows lapped against his toes. But though they made a racket in their passage, it was the snap of splintering branches, the crash of trampled thicket. Claws raked the bark from trees as beasts passed in their awkward, unnatural gaits. But there were no feral shrieks and scarcely even a moan or grunt as they marched onward. After what he’d experienced in the Icethorns, the silence was almost eerie.

	As Evrain tried to edge back into the shelter of the needle-laden boughs, his motion caught the attention of a nearby monster, a creature whose animal basis Evrain didn’t even recognize. The thing’s nose was flattened to the side, and its yellow eyes reflected the sky’s failing light like a cat’s. Its head was sleek like a porpoise’s, unbroken by ear holes. Patches of thin fur covered its arms, while useless, papery wings flapped on its back. As Evrain lifted his dagger, the beast held his gaze.

	He swallowed as a strange chill pulsed through his veins. What good would fear do him now? He’d fought hard for his family and his people, and he would fight even harder in the minutes to come. At least one of those beasts would fall before the last drops of life left his body.

	The moment stretched out, the Riftspawn staring with tormented and hate-filled eyes. And then, defying everything Evrain had come to know, the beast turned away, shrieked once, and continued its march.

	Northward.

	Knees weak, Evrain sagged against the tree. He slid back into the shadow of its boughs, mouth stale and hands trembling. When he returned to his rucksack, he sank to the needle-covered earth and gripped tight to the smooth curve of a sheltering root. A few minutes later, the Spawn were gone, leaving nothing but a trampled path and the lingering smell of rotting fruit.

	


Chapter Six

	 

	Parveld

	Atal Plateau

	 

	 

	AROUND PARVELD, a small group of Riftspawn moved at a steady pace. Beneath him, the overgrown lizard-like Spawn he’d chosen as a steed marched with a sinuous back and forth curving of its scaly body. A crest of rippled plates stretched from the top of his head and down its neck, disappearing between the beast’s shoulder blades. The way these plates meshed and bent as the monster walked was mesmerizing. Parveld welcomed the trance. It pulled him from his bodily concerns, the chafing on his thighs, the aching in his shoulders. He was so much more than his human frailties now. Eventually, he would abandon this form altogether. But first, he had many things to achieve.

	On the horizon ahead, a thin curl of smoke drifted from what was likely a chimney. Though it was difficult to make out at this distance, the blocky shapes emerging from the waving grasses looked to be a cluster of buildings. Parveld closed his eyes and extended his awareness of the aether. The sensation caused his stomach to roil as his mind struggled to contain both the lifelights of the living and his even vaster sense of the Hunger’s far-flung self. But he focused all the harder, bearing down on his connections to both awarenesses.

	For two hundred years, he’d dipped in and out of the aether, swimming through both the mortal and spiritual realms with practiced ease. But since the Hunger had finally shown him the true and penultimate goal of existence, the ecstasy of unity with the immense and singular self, he’d found it increasingly difficult to perceive the sparks of the living, much less act upon them.

	It was a temporary setback, of that he was sure. Ultimately, he would do what was necessary to tear the rift wide, even if his Want couldn’t aid him. But surely he would master this. Oil and water could be joined. Together, his abilities would be far more powerful than each was alone.

	Gritting his teeth, he slid his mind around the small huddle of lifelights in the town. He didn’t draw energy from them or even try to form bonds of communication. That wasn’t the point of the exercise. But he did wish to bring them into the peace of his communion. Rather than manipulate the sparks, he kept a loose awareness of each light. Meanwhile, he focused the rest of his concentration on his small group of Riftspawn. Bound to him by the Hunger, the Spawn felt like extensions of his own body. Much like moving an arm or waving a hand, he gestured for them to hurry ahead.

	When Parveld had been young, the neighborhood children had played a game where one wore a blindfold and was given a stick. The others spun him around and around until the poor, blindfolded child could scarcely walk. If the child could then hit his friends with the stick, each owed him a share of treats pilfered from the evening market.

	Parveld’s band of Riftspawn were the stick. The lifelights in the village were his long-ago friends. Though Parveld was dizzied and sickened by the effort of bringing his talents together, he fought the sensations as he had when he was a ten-year-old boy.

	One by one, he bludgeoned the living sparks in the town, setting his Riftspawn tearing into their flesh. As each light was extinguished, he extended a few words of comfort and apology to the soul. Someday, all those who had crossed the veil would be rejoined with the living in the singular whole of the Hunger. For now, the spirits of the townsfolk were freed from their earthly struggles. They could await the communion in peace.

	As Parveld released his grasp on the aether, he swayed in his seat. He unshouldered the simple rucksack taken from one of the first camps he’d set his Spawn upon. Pulling out a water skin, he drank deeply, then urged his mount to hurry toward the town. Next, he sent his awareness north to the more distant portions of his connected self. Altogether, every far-flung limb and fragment of his awareness had joined a slow, northward migration. But at the head of the group, a special fist of Riftspawn moved slowly and cautiously toward Jaliss.

	He abandoned his awareness of everything but that small group. Through them, he spied the dark crust of buildings surrounding the raw wound where Steelhold had once stood. His Spawn were still leagues distant, but already they could sense the agony that waited in the core of Jaliss. The Heartstone with its searing warrior. But along with the threat, the Riftspawn could smell the great clustering of humanity, and it drove them to ferocity. Each twisted shard of the Hunger ached to destroy those souls, to tear them limb from limb and feel their hot blood spraying. But they were part of Parveld now. They knew patience. Even in their savage spirits, they understood no single human death would bring the ultimate unity they ached for. The rift must be opened. The seal broken. Three knots of human magic bound the seal. One, in the blazing heart of Jaliss, was already flawed. Steelhold’s Heartstone had a weakness, an imperfection introduced at the moment of its creation. It would be the easiest of the wards to destroy. But eventually, all would fall.

	Beyond the outskirts of Jaliss, a few, scattered lives moved through the grasslands. The Spawn whined when they sensed the mortal heat, straining against Parveld’s control. But they were simple beasts and easy to dominate. Parveld only needed to focus, pulling their weak wills into union with his own. There was a reason this clutch of his forces roved ahead of the others. And revealing its existence would undermine his plans.

	As the Riftspawn closed on the city, Parveld swung them around, avoiding the humans roaming the plateau. He slid his phantom fist of Spawn through gaps between the crisscrossing specks of human life. As he pushed his awareness deeper and further into his connection with his brethren, he scented dry grasses and Icethorn breezes. The smell of fresh-turned earth joined the mix as he glimpsed huge chunks of stone standing like abandoned plows the size of homes. The rubble could only be the shards and wreckage of Steelhold strewing the Atal Plateau.

	There were bodies among the tumbled blocks and splintered timbers. That was what brought many of these warm sparks of life into the debris field. They were hunting for loved ones. Burying strangers. Searching for valuable Maelstrom-metals amongst the rubbled stone and shredded remains of a fortress that had stood for centuries. As he considered the wreckage, it occurred to him that he also had reason to pick through it, but that could come later.

	Though the scavengers were easy to avoid, the patrols were another matter. Of these, Parveld needed to be especially wary. The closer his Riftspawn came to the capital, the more difficult it became to evade the soldiers. Finally, he was forced to strike. Three dozen Spawn fell on the first pair of imperial protectors. The human’s deaths were quick, though savage. Parveld had no desire to make them suffer for their ignorance.

	And people who died quickly had no time to scream. His presence couldn’t be known. Not yet.

	


Chapter Seven

	 

	Savra

	West of Jaliss

	 

	 

	KOSTAN AND I rode side by side under a sky untouched by clouds. Grass swished against my feet and bent under the horses’ strides. The Emperor sat awkwardly in the saddle, not yet accustomed to the sway of the horse’s back. I smiled at the sight; it wasn’t so long ago that I’d ridden my gelding, Breeze, just as stiffly.

	I patted my mount’s sleek neck. In truth, after all the weeks I’d been away from the Graybranch Inn, I’d expected Fishel to have sold my horse to repay the cost of stabling him. After all, I’d left without explanation or any hint that I’d be back. But my faithful little gelding had been snugly paddocked the whole time, and the sturdy animal had grown almost fat on the oats Fishel had supplied.

	“It’s hard to believe what happened here,” Kostan said. “Seems almost peaceful, doesn’t it?” He tugged too sharply on the reins, prompting his mare to toss her head. I stopped beside him, stroked her mane, and then ran a hand down Kostan’s thigh. He swallowed as he stared ahead at the swath of churned earth where his army had fought the Riftspawn during their retreat from Pascar. Most of the grass was still flattened, but a few tufts had sprung upright. Scattered scraps of fabric and the glint of a broken buckle hid among the stalks. Within a day of the battle, the bodies of the fallen soldiers had been reverently carried from the field of battle, but I couldn’t help imagining them lying beneath the wide sky, lifeless eyes staring.

	“Compared to how it might have looked, I suppose so.” If Parveld hadn’t used his dawnweaving to transport the army to the Heartstone, the dead would likely still be here, a field of sorrow. The whole army would have been slaughtered, followed by the citizens of Jaliss. I wished we’d had a chance to thank Parveld. I shaded my eyes and scanned the horizon. Where was he?

	Kostan took my hand, holding it gently. The man didn’t quite seem real to me. At the same time, I felt I’d known him forever. Was this how other people felt when they met someone.

	The snorts of more horses and rattle of ripe grass broke me from my thoughts. Behind us, a group of six protectors drew rein, leaving a respectful distance of about fifteen paces between their horses and ours. I glanced over my shoulder, still unaccustomed to the attentive expressions that had replaced their dull-eyed stares. Kostan had freed Jaliss’ protectors from the argent magic that had stolen their free wills. Now they followed him by choice.

	“Are you ready?” Kostan asked as he nodded toward the town, Pascar, a few hundred paces ahead of us. Though the fighting had been fierce along the path of retreat, the battle within the town’s streets had been a frenzied massacre. From here, the signs of the melee were lost in the shimmer of heat rising from the grasslands. But I could see in Kostan’s face that his memories supplied what his eyes could not.

	“Are you?” I asked.

	He swallowed, the knot of cartilage in his throat bobbing. He wanted to pay respect to those who’d lost their lives, their bodies still sprawled in the streets. With extreme reluctance, he’d called for the town to remain undisturbed and guarded until he could be certain no more surprises lurked in the streets. The Prime had agreed with his concerns—where there had been one trap, there could likely be more. We’d needed to be sure none of Joran’s traitorous allies were in our midst—just a bucketful of Pascar’s tainted water could poison hundreds of innocent people. The dead wouldn’t mind the wait, and the safety of the living took precedence. Now nearly a tenday after the battle, nothing had disturbed Pascar’s calm. The members of Joran’s Shard were accounted for. A scouting party had been sent in at dawn to assure the streets would present no threat to the Emperor. Now, he would honor those who had fallen. A terrible task, but one he would not shirk.

	I was no more eager to visit Pascar than Kostan was. But I’d made a vow to Parveld. If, as he’d believed would happen, the Hunger had driven him mad, I needed to grant him the mercy of death. Stormshard’s trackers had found no sign of his passage. The last place he’d been seen was near this town. I owed it to him to look for myself.

	Guards stood sentry around the perimeter of the town with instructions to allow no one but official representatives of the Emperor past. Otherwise, an evildoer might try to gather poisoned water from the wells. Similarly, soldiers were strung along the length of the poisoned stream until, around a league from town, it spilled into the new chasm opened by Havialo’s attack.

	“I don’t think I’ll ever be ready,” Kostan said. “But either I pay respects now, or I live with the guilt. I won’t leave the bodies to lie rotting any longer.”

	“I wouldn’t have the strength for this without you, you know.”

	He took a deep breath then cast me a brave smile as he clucked to his mount. My chest filled with pride at the reminder of how he worked so hard to be strong for all of us. He wasn’t yet twenty, but he carried the responsibility for the safety and well-being of every citizen in the vast Empire. He hadn’t been ready for Ascension, and he hadn’t wanted the throne. But he stood unflinching before the impossible tasks destiny had assigned him. And he still found space in his heart to grace me with an encouraging smile.

	Near the town border, Kostan reached into the satchel slung over his leather armor and pulled out scraps of linen. I understood why when the wind swirled and carried the first whiff of decay. His jaw clenched as he handed me one of the rags, and soon we both held them over our noses. They’d been scented with clove oil, pungent enough to dent the wall of stench. My respect rose for the sentries who stood stoically around the town. Far from retching into the grass or complaining about their assignment, the closest pair thumped fists to chests as we approached. 

	“Your eminence,” they said.

	Kostan tugged the reins and urged his horse to approach each in turn, handing over more oil-scented rags. The soldiers protested but relented when the protectors in Kostan’s honor guard pulled out rags of their own, likely received from Kostan before we left the city.

	As we steered our mounts onto an earthen street leading toward the center of Pascar, I noticed the first body. After days in the sun, the flesh was bloated and flies carpeted areas of exposed skin. I couldn’t even tell if the person had been a man or woman. I hardened my jaw to keep from crying.

	Though Kostan’s face was an expressionless mask, his knuckles were white around the reins. He nodded at me and squeezed his heels to his mount’s ribs. Though the horses tossed their heads and rolled their eyes at the scent of death, they pranced forward. Again, I patted Breeze’s neck.

	Only the buzzing of flies broke the black peace within the town’s borders. It felt as if even the wind feared to disturb the bodies. Closing my eyes, I brought my aura-sight to life. I doubted Parveld was here; even maddened, I couldn’t think of a reason he would remain in this cemetery. But I scanned the buildings, peering through walls in search of his huddling spirit.

	The town was deserted. I exhaled in relief. As much as I hoped to find the man, I was glad to know he hadn’t spent the tenday keeping company with the dead.

	From the northern edge of town, the sound of hoofbeats broke the silence. Like water rushing to fill a gap, the protectors spurred their horses and quickly formed a ring around their Emperor. Kostan stood in the stirrups to see over their heads and shaded his eyes with his hand.

	“It’s okay,” he said. “It’s someone from the Sharder camp.”

	After the fall of Steelhold and the final rout of the Riftspawn, Stormshard had retreated to a nearby alcove at the base of the Icethorns where the cliffs were too steep to climb. With sheer walls at their back, they’d encamped, building hasty fortifications from some of the rubble littering Lowtown. Kostan had protested the primitive encampment until Sirez had explained that real homes would make the Sharders too comfortable. They couldn’t afford to lose their fighting edge.

	I agreed. We all knew the difficulties were far from over. The Heartstone could defend Jaliss, but beyond the capital, the Empire was broken beyond our imagination. Riftspawn hordes moved over the landscape. And we still knew far too little about the Maelstrom’s rift and its failing seal.

	As the rider neared the edge of town, braids streaming behind her, she sawed at the reins to slow her mount. I recognized Sirez from her rigid posture and the proud tilt of her jaw.

	“Just because you’re young doesn’t mean you’re allowed to be foolish, your eminence,” she called when she reached shouting distance.

	Kostan’s smirk hid behind the scented rag, but I heard his low chuckle. “What new grain of wisdom did you come to share, Sirez?”

	“Did your Prime not counsel you to remain within the safety of the city? We don’t know when the Spawn might return. Not to mention the human threat. Chaos breeds lawlessness. There could be thieves or worse.”

	“Villains like Stormshard, you mean?” Kostan said as the woman drew her mount alongside mine and gestured for us to continue our ride. 

	“We weren’t the only groups living outside the Empire’s justice,” Sirez said. She had no rag to cut the stench, but though her lip curled, she maintained an otherwise even face.

	“I won’t cower inside Jaliss indefinitely. We watched the chasm for nine days. The Prime has stationed guards along the rim. If any more Riftspawn appear, they have orders to blow the horns. Besides—” He gestured at the streets and bodies splayed upon them. “You’re hardly innocent of taking unnecessary risks. We agreed—or perhaps I should say you assented to my command that none were to enter Pascar until I had given my approval.”

	“And?” she asked.

	 “I notice that none of the bodies are Stormshard’s. I don’t blame you for wanting to recover your own and give them a decent burial, but we decided to wait as a matter of the Empire’s security.”

	“You have me there. But no ill came of our retrieval of the bodies.”

	“I don’t wish to be a tyrant, Sirez, but if you are going to fight under the Empire’s banner, I have to know my decisions will be respected.”

	Sirez sucked her teeth. “Here’s the truth. I agreed to stay out of Pascar, and I’ve abided by my word. As promised, I passed the command to my Shard and the rest of the conclave. The problem is, Stormshard has never been an organization of leaders and followers. Each person is free to make their own decisions—it’s our central creed. Asking me to enforce your commands… that’s a difficult proposition. I can say with honesty that I didn’t witness any Sharders creeping off to recover their fallen brethren, but I don’t doubt it happened.”

	“I gather by your tone that you don’t mean to confront the culprits.”

	“Especially during war, a commander must be certain his troops will follow instructions. I get that. Here’s my question, though: is this the issue you want to challenge them on?”

	Kostan drummed his fingers on his thigh. “No, I suppose not. If I don’t give them the freedom to grieve as they desire, they’ll never believe I intend to grant them control over their own lives. But I need more than your words as assurance, Sirez. Eventually, everyone will have a voice in decisions affecting the Empire. But battles leave no time for debates and votes. Especially when there’s no one around to freeze the combatants in place.” 

	I closed my eyes again, spreading my awareness wider at the reminder of Parveld’s actions during the battle. My chest ached from knowing he’d done so much for us but had likely fallen under the Hunger’s control as a result. From my bracelet, I felt an echoing sense of grief and longing. I jerked in surprise, once again startled to feel my companions after their recent retreat.

	We’ll find him, I said to Lilik. Maybe this was my chance to break through the walls the woman had put up. I missed our connection.

	I hope so, Lilik’s voice carried the same, flat tone she’d used since the battle for Jaliss. The emotions from the bracelet vanished, and my brow furrowed. Maybe she was acting this way out of grief or worry for Parveld. They’d been childhood friends and companions for centuries. I wished I could offer her consolation, but she refused my attempts to connect. Sighing, I turned back to Kostan and Sirez.

	“In any case, I assume you’ve decided the town is safe,” Sirez said. “I have volunteers who will help retrieve the bodies and others who will stand sentry to make sure no poisoned water leaves the area. ”

	“I’ve already asked Vaness to find trusted people to build a pyre and gather the fallen. We’d welcome Stormshard’s help, but are you certain? You’ve already buried or burned your own, and the task has only grown more unpleasant with the delay.”

	“We all bear responsibility for these poor townsfolk. If anything, it’s Stormshard who should be laying them to rest. We can’t blame ourselves for Joran’s actions, but he was one of us. Maybe if we’d been more observant…”

	I shook my head. “I don’t think anyone could have guessed. It wasn’t Joran’s scheme anyway. Warrell masterminded the plot.”

	“I’d never celebrate someone’s death,” Sirez said. “But it’s a relief to know he was in the Hold when it fell. Though even if he’d survived, he wouldn’t have the resources to hurt us again. Or the motive, seeing as the throne he coveted is scattered over the grasslands.” 

	We’d reached the center of the town, a low hill of trampled earth dark where blood had muddied the ground. Grief hid behind Kostan’s mask, and I knew he was reliving the battle. I drew even with him so I could lay a hand on his arm.

	“While I’m here, I wanted to let you…” Sirez trailed off, cocking an ear. “Did you hear that?”

	The Sharder woman was stiff in the saddle. She rose in her stirrups and shaded her eyes, peering east toward Jaliss.

	A chorus of alarm horns blew.

	


Chapter Eight

	 

	Kostan 

	Approaching Jaliss

	 

	 

	GRASS WHIPPED MY shins, and the wind tore at my face as we raced over the grasslands. Ahead of me, Sirez’s braids thumped against her back. She stood in the saddle, thighs tensed to absorb the pounding gait of her horse. I tried to copy her—it was that or be thrown from the saddle. I heard Savra close behind, her stalwart gelding matching pace with prized steeds reared by the Empire’s breeders.

	We’d torn around the northern end of the gash that separated Pascar from Jaliss and now approached the city at a dead run. I prayed to the clear skies that we weren’t too late; Sirez had scolded me for endangering myself with my visit to Pascar. Perhaps that had been foolish, but the greater mistake had been leaving the city undefended. Only I could command the power of the Heartstone. If the Riftspawn were attacking, and more citizens had already died, I would never forgive myself.

	The horses snorted, sides heaving, as we drew rein near the outskirts of Lowtown. There, a protector stood with his sword drawn, his eyes wary.

	“What is it?” I asked. “More Riftspawn?”

	The man shrugged, looking guilty for his lack of answers. “I don’t know, your eminence. I’ve received no orders. I didn’t want to abandon my post.”

	The horns blew again and again as we struggled through the ruined streets of Lowtown. Rubble strewed the ground, making progress agonizingly slow. The district had burned twice in the short weeks since my Ascension and was a blackened warren, the skeletons of buildings hanging stark over piles of ashes. Provs dressed in rags peered from behind collapsed stone walls, bewildered by the alarm. 

	Despite the shrill cries of the horns, the city seemed eerily quiet. I’d expected to plunge straight into a fresh battle or at least to hear the cries of melee being joined. But aside from the scuffling of children in the alleys, no one moved. I stole a glance back to the west, taking in the townsite of Pascar and the canvas sea of the Sharder tents pressed against the Icethorn foothills. Stormshard was responding to the alarm, and fighters were massing and forming ranks.

	But where was the threat?

	At the entrance to the Merchant’s Quarter, a protector lieutenant trotted up and thumped his fist to his chest. He wore ringmail and a grim expression.

	“Your eminence,” he said. “The Prime needs you at the Heartstone.”

	“Why the alarm?” It had to be Riftspawn. Otherwise, why call me to the Heartstone? But if the Spawn were attacking, why couldn’t I hear them?

	“It’s the Spawn, your eminence. But there’s something different.” The man’s eyes flitted nervously.

	I glanced at Savra. She stood in the saddle, gaze unfocused as she ran her eyes over the city. I recognized the faint look of concentration she wore when using her aura-sight.

	“What do you see, Savra?”

	Her mouth twisted. “He’s right. They’re… I see their auras, but they’re outside the city still. Not many, and they aren’t moving.”

	Well, that was an unlikely blessing. Shaking off my questions for now, I put heels to my mount’s ribs. Savra and Sirez fell in behind, and we raced for the Corridor of Ascent.

	Behind the low wall now crowning the rim of stone, protectors stood sentry. A cry went up as our small band approached, and the Prime Protector jogged through the break to meet us.

	“Your eminence,” she said, lightly pressing her fist to her chest in salute.

	“Savra says there are Spawn outside the city,” I said.

	The Prime’s brow knitted. “We can’t make sense of it.”

	“Show me,” I said, urging my horse into the circular area bounded by the stump. Within, protectors stood in ready ranks, groups of foot soldiers behind a cohort of cavalry. A dozen additional sentinels stood at rigid attention in a defensive ring around the Heartstone. 

	The dome of polished agate stood bare and gleaming. Glancing at it, I felt an answering warmth from the pendant that pressed against my breastbone. The stones sensed the Spawn’s presence. I laid a hand over the lump on my chest. When I’d inherited the necklace from my predecessor, Emperor Tovmeil, he’d claimed it was called the Heart of the Empire. Savra had said it was the Heartshard. I suspected her name was the true one.

	Most of the rubble had finally been cleared from the hollow core of the spire. I hurried behind the Prime to the closest of the makeshift stairways that climbed to the rim of Steelhold’s stump. Up top, she shaded her eyes to look out over the plateau.

	“There,” she said, pointing.

	I blinked as, beside me, Savra gave a quiet hum of confusion. Though our vantage was hardly the perch it had been when Steelhold had stood, the rim was still the highest point within the city. From the pile of rubble, rooftops and narrow streets fell away, disintegrating into a scattering of warehouses and shacks. Perhaps two or three thousand paces beyond Jaliss’s outskirts, a small group of Riftspawn—less than twenty if I guessed right—stood unmoving upon the plain. Dusk surrounded the group, darkening the grass. The distance hid details about their force, but it was clear that these were unlike the monsters we’d met before. Though their number was small, they were arrayed in ranks. Two-legged abominations towered at the rear, some astride monsters that resembled horses or other beasts I couldn’t even name. Those who moved on four or more legs gathered in front. Above the group, bird-like things flapped and hovered.

	The beasts were utterly silent.

	At the edge of the city, my protectors formed a defensive shield. They outnumbered the Spawn at least five to one, but that meant little. I knew too well how vicious the beasts could be and how difficult to kill they’d proved. Between the Spawn and the Heartstone, the first defensible location was the wall separating the Prov areas from the Heights. Squinting, I spotted out a stream of citizens hurrying through alleys toward the core of the city. The flow washed against the Heights’ border wall, breaking against the hard stone and splitting in either direction.

	“We need to get people past that wall,” I said to the Prime. Though the Heights could hardly be considered fortified, the wall would gain our defenders some measure of advantage.

	“I tried, your eminence, but—”

	The Prime’s words were cut off by a sudden roar that erupted from the gathered Riftspawn. The sound vibrated in my skull. Beside me, Savra gasped.

	“They were waiting for you,” she whispered. She closed her eyes, and her delicate brows drew together. “Their auras are different… I don’t know what’s changed.”

	“Get those people safe, Prime!” I yelled as I dashed for the stairs. We could talk about Savra’s perceptions later. “And send word to our soldiers. Tell them to retreat as soon as the citizens are clear.”

	I ran for the Heartstone, shoving aside a pair of argent mages who had the gall to look offended. 

	As I had in the battle for Jaliss, I fell to my knees upon the Heartstone. The slick agate was warm beneath my palms. Before, it had taken me a long time to form the connection Savra had claimed I could forge. Now, I knew what to search for. Dangling from the chain around my neck, the Heartshard seemed to throb in time with my pulse. Warmth spread through my hands as a cavern opened around me.

	The scene duplicated what I’d experienced during the battle for Jaliss. I stood in a vast, echoing chamber carved from gray stone. The ceiling, if there was one, hid so far above that the flickering torchlight couldn’t touch it. The torches were fixed to thick pillars that stretched up into the darkness like the trunks of stone trees, a forest that hid the chamber’s walls. Veins of colorful stone webbed the pillars, oranges, reds, and purples like the banding in the Heartstone and my pendant. Beneath my feet, the veins grew thicker and redder, smaller tributaries joining into frozen rivers of agate the color of blood. As before, I followed the thickening flow to the pool in the center. There, surrounded by pillars as wide as I was tall, a glossy Heartstone the size of a lake lay beneath the warmth of the torches.

	I knew what I had to do.

	As I strode onto the stone, a sword appeared in my hand. Its balance resembled the scimitar I’d trained with, but the hilt was cold and ridged. I twisted my grip and glanced down at the weapon. It was the same as before, a style of blade I didn’t recognize. Fire opals studded the hilt, and between the stones, leather wrapping added grip. The guard wrapped comfortably over my knuckles, providing security. The blade itself was curved with a deep belly around halfway from hilt to tip.

	As I raised the weapon, I dropped into a combat crouch. The sword felt heavy in my hand. Heavier than before.

	At first, the Riftspawn were shadows at the edges of my perception. I glimpsed them flitting between pillars deep within the forest of stone. Their voices were whispers, the rasps of blades against whetstones, the gorboling of blackbirds speaking quietly among themselves. 

	A drop of sweat trickled in front of my ear. Already, my sword arm had begun to tremble with fatigue. It hadn’t been like this before. I blinked in an attempt to clear my head and focus my attention.

	In the recesses of the cavern, the hiss of the Spawn grew louder. A thud shook the floor as something shrieked.

	More sweat beaded on my brow, tickling as it soaked through my eyebrows, stinging when the first drops fell into my eyes. I swallowed and raised my blade higher.

	“Hello, Kostan.” The cavern played tricks with the deep voice, splitting it into many fragments that echoed and clashed.

	“Who are you?” I asked. My voice sounded weak in comparison, scarcely loud enough to penetrate beyond the lake of agate.

	“I am no one. I am many. It doesn’t matter. All you need to know is that the fight is hopeless.”

	In my hand, the sword was as heavy as a bucket of stones. A whine squeaked through my lips as I struggled to keep it aloft. What was happening? During the battle for Jaliss, I’d stood on this same circle of red stone and struck at shadows as they advanced from the pillars. Somehow, I’d known that the darkness had represented the Riftspawn. My sword could free them from the corruption. Their bodies had been as incorporeal as mist as I’d sliced through their ranks. Though I’d struck down a thousand shadows, I’d felt certain I could banish the darkness from ten thousand more.

	“Nothing is ever hopeless,” I said, echoing the words Parveld had once told me. Of course, he’d confessed he’d struggled to believe his own declarations at times, but I still found strength in the memory. Savra and I needed to find the man. Like her, I couldn’t bring myself to believe the Hunger had claimed him. Not after seeing what he could do with his magic.

	“How is Savra?” the voice asked.

	“What—” 

	I didn’t have time to finish my question before the first shadow struck. A formless blot of darkness, it sprang from behind a pillar with a piercing wail. As I swung a sluggish attack toward its core, I staggered, the weight of the blade throwing me off balance. But the tip pierced the darkness, and it dissolved like smoke in a gust of wind.

	“How do you know her?” I asked.

	“I know everyone. We are all the same. All one. You just don’t realize it yet.”

	Another shadow leaped from the darkness, splitting into three shapes as it neared. Screaming to funnel strength into my strike, I swung, slicing the attackers and scattering them. The force of my attack spun me around, and I lost my footing. My knee cracked the floor as I fell. My sword went flying, clanging against the agate and skittering toward the edge of the circle. I staggered to my feet, trembling fists raised. I didn’t know if I could fight the spirits of the Riftspawn bare-handed, but the sword was so far away. I didn’t have the strength to reach it.

	“You’re the Hunger,” I said.

	The voice laughed. “No. Not yet. Do you remember our talks, Kostan? I learned much from you. I look forward to the day when you join me.”

	“Parveld?” His name fell from my lips as the sickening certainty filled my heart. He’d warned us. We just hadn’t believed.

	“I told you, I’m no one.”

	“You can fight this,” I said. “You worked too hard to stop the Breaking to give up now.”

	“There’s nothing to fight. It’s you who insists on violence. Look at you, fists raised, eyes searching for a foe...”

	“You said the corruption would drive you mad. Try to remember.”

	“Mad?” Parveld laughed, his disembodied voice causing pillars to tremble. From somewhere high above, dust began to sift down. “Humans are so flawed. Do you know, I still feel guilty for my ignorance. But how was I to know? In any case, I am sorry for the suffering you and your subjects will endure in the coming days. If I were stronger, this would be faster. But it’s… difficult.”

	“Are you helping the Riftspawn?” I asked. “They’ve changed.”

	“Helping? I am the Riftspawn.”

	He was mad. I couldn’t avoid the truth. Poor Parveld. My heart panged at the memory of the gentle mage who had marched through the centuries alone, burdened by the knowledge of the Breaking and the changes it heralded for my Empire. And in the end, the Hunger had taken him. Apparently, though, it hadn’t stripped him of his magic. How else could he follow me into the Heartstone’s chamber? I shuddered at the thought of so much power commanded by a madman.

	“Where are you?” I asked. “Savra and I made a promise to you before the Hunger took you. Can you fight the corruption long enough to tell me?”

	From the shadows at the edge of my vision, the hissing of the Riftspawn grew louder. Closer. I sucked in a breath as liquid shadow began to fill the spaces between pillars. 

	“Better,” I said. “Can you help me fight them?”

	“Enough of this,” Parveld said with a heavy sigh that sounded like air gusting through the stone forest. “We’ll have much time to talk in coming days. I believe I’ve gained enough mastery of my joined powers to enable it… But first, I must finish this task.”

	Abruptly, my sword was back in my hand, its weight pulling me down.

	With a thousand wails that shook the cavern, the Spawn flowed into the space around me. I yelled and swung, striking one, two.

	The first tongue of shadow touched my arm with a numbing shock. I staggered and fell. Distantly, I heard the clatter of my blade against the ground. More strikes chilled my limbs, my torso. I tried to scream as the frigid dark pressed me down. In the last moments before my awareness faded, an icy casing wrapped my mind.

	


Chapter Nine

	 

	Savra

	Near the Heartstone, Jaliss

	 

	 

	KOSTAN’S SHINING WARRIOR towered so high I could scarcely see its head. My pulse raced as I craned my neck.

	“Amazing,” I whispered while projecting a similar thought toward it. Him. Over the last two days, I’d become more certain in my interpretation of Cartilla’s message. The warrior was conjured by Kostan’s nobility and controlled by his mind. It made sense--during the first battle for Jaliss, Kostan had been sent to an imaginary chamber where he’d fought shadowy foes. 

	Now, he crouched with head bowed, palms pressed against the stone. A group of six wary-eyed protectors stood guard in a circle around their Emperor.

	The glowing being gave no hint that he’d heard me. Protectors and mages hurried back and forth across the Heartstone, oblivious that they were striding through the warrior’s ghostly feet. As far as I knew, only I could see the towering figure.

	A sucked in a breath when, with a cry like a thousand bells, the warrior raised its wickedly curved blade. I’d seen a sword like that before, in the hand of a statue. The granite sculpture had guarded the ancient keep where Stormshard had rallied its army. Inside the keep’s banquet hall, stone pillars had been capped by gemstone spheres as polished as the Heartstone. I was sure the ruins and the Heartstone were related. I just wasn’t sure how.

	The warrior struck. Quick. Powerful. A massive foot came down in the center of a Heights mansion, plunging through the roof. The brilliant sword streaked toward the edge of the city. Far below, a single Riftspawn had broken from the army’s flank. I flung myself into my aura-sight and glimpsed the Spawn’s roiling spirit as the ethereal weapon tore into it, spraying corruption from the beast like blood.

	In the blade’s wake, the Spawn staggered. I remembered the blade’s effect from our battle for Jaliss. Without the fetid compulsion of the Hunger driving the beast, it was nothing but a confused and twisted creature desperate for peace. With the taint, Riftspawn were savage. Corrupt and maddened. 

	Except now, the Spawn force on the plain didn’t act like the ravaging beasts we’d confronted before. Mindless monsters didn’t organize into armies. They didn’t wait outside a city and then act on cue.

	 Something was wrong. I couldn’t make out details of the monsters’ physical shapes, so I fell deeper into my aura-sight. I forced my focus toward the Spawn that had just felt the warrior’s sword. Suddenly, my sight moved. I gasped as my view suddenly flew forward. As if I’d glided over the rooftops to reach it, the tangled spirit grew in my sight.

	Projection, Lilik muttered. Parveld thought the ability had vanished. Soon she’ll be spirit walking.

	Don’t give her any ideas, Raav said.

	But it would be useful, wouldn’t it? As long as she understood her limits?

	I still think it’s too dangerous.

	I shut out the rest of the couple’s conversation and focused on the Riftspawn. Its aura was bright in my vision, its mismatched body a silhouette against the grassland. The monster stumbled backward, in full retreat before a small group of protectors.

	It was fleeing. Another behavior we hadn’t seen before.

	I strained harder, forcing my aura-sight to stretch even farther. Distantly, I felt the stress the effort put on my body. Sinking to my knees, I kept my focus on the beasts. I needed to know what had changed.

	There. I spotted the difference. A thread of corruption remained in the fleeing Spawn. It looked as if the tendril reached back toward the small army, binding the beast to the larger group. A trickle of horror tunneled through our bond as Lilik glimpsed the tendril, too.

	I tried to follow the thread to its end, but the effort was too much. My control over my sight began to slip.

	Hold it a moment longer, Savra, Lilik said. Please.

	Lilik perceived the world through me. She needed my senses. I tried to keep a grip on my aura-sight, but it was so difficult. Beneath my hands, the sensation of rough granite faded. My head started to spin.

	What is it? I asked.

	Can’t you see? Focus on the army. Aura projection is a struggle, I know. But please try. 

	What is aura—?

	Not now. Just focus. 

	Shivering under the strain, I turned my attention to the mass of abominations on the grassland. The Spawn army remained at quiet attention as another small group stepped from the ranks and advanced. The sight of their rot-infested spirits made my stomach clench. 

	Muck-strewn tides, she whispered. Oh, Paono.

	Her words sent a shock through me. Wait..is Parveld out there? The mage had changed his names over the centuries, but when he and Lilik had grown up together, she’d known him as Paono.

	I can’t be sure—Yes, I think so. Not here, but he’s part of this.

	How can you know?

	Look.

	With a great surge of warmth, I felt Lilik’s energy flow from the bracelet and bolster my aura-sight.

	My head felt light. I couldn’t handle the sudden influx. I felt I was losing control of my sight. I don’t—

	This is harder than I thought, the woman said. Her voice strained as she shoved deeper into my core, strengthening me with her spirit and guiding my awareness. I don’t know how Tyrak managed it so casually. Look, Savra.

	Panic stirred as my vision arrowed toward the army. Above the Spawn’s forces, a tangled net of corruption writhed. It was a massive cobweb covered in oil and dust. As I recoiled, trying to retreat from the horror of it, my sight defied me and skimmed farther over the grasslands. My mouth went stale. Beyond the huddled force of Riftspawn, a filthy woven cord snaked away over the Atal Plateau.

	What is it? I asked.

	Hold on. I think I can…

	With a burst of power, Lilik wrapped herself tighter around my aura-sight and guided it along the rope of filth. As we sped forward, my perception thinned to a focused thread. Faster by the heartbeat, we skimmed over league upon league of grassland. I felt stretched, ready to snap, but Lilik’s presence was an iron casing around me. 

	Lilik? Raav asked. What are you doing? You’ll lose her.

	The man’s voice was so very distant. How far had we come? Nearly a tenday’s travel by horse, I’d guess.

	It’s okay, Raav. The Spawns’ connection provides an anchor. We won’t lose the way back.

	I don’t like this.

	I know, but we have to see what’s out there. Parveld has woven the Spawn together. I’m sure of it. 

	Abruptly, we stopped. My aura-thread quivered, vibrating like a plucked bowstring. When my perception stilled, I traced the line of the writhing cord. At the very edge of my vision, it split into thousands—no, tens of thousands—of strands. The web splayed wide, covering the entire southern horizon.

	I struggled to understand the size of the Riftspawn army. The front line of the horde stretched for leagues in either direction, and the ranks of monsters were so deep I couldn’t see the trailing edge of the force. Marching forward in a sea of dusk, the army had to be hundreds of times the size of the ragtag group threatening Jaliss. 

	Far away on the wall surrounding the Heartstone, I gagged as my stomach shoved bile into my throat. 

	Lilik? Savra? Raav asked.

	It’s okay. We’re returning.

	Creeping backward at first then accelerating to heart-stopping speeds, we retreated from the distant army. Once again, leagues of terrain raced beneath me. As we finally began to slow, sensations from my body intruded. At the same time, Lilik released her grasp on my ability. I shivered as my control returned.

	How did you do that?

	I’ll explain, but not now. You saw what’s coming. You can’t fight that army, Savra. Kostan can’t fight it. And this first attack… Parveld is too smart to send such a small force without a plan. You need to warn Kostan.

	My arms felt full of wet sand as I dragged my hands through my hair. I’d warn the Emperor, but what then? What were we supposed to do? Flee? What about everyone in Jaliss?

	The city can’t be defended anyway. Without Steelhold, you have no real fortifications. The Heartstone can help, but it’s not enough. Save who you can, Savra, but go.

	I—okay, just let me think.

	Rotted tides, I hate to… Lilik growled. Savra, I should have taught you how to keep me from doing this. At least Tyrak gave me that much, even if I was too trusting to use it against him.

	Lilik? Raav asked.

	There’s no time, she said. They need to squash that small force before Parveld can spring his trap, and they need to evacuate the city. If Savra won’t believe me, I’ll have to speak for—

	Wait! I yelled across our bond. Okay! But I’ll have to convince the others.

	You’ll dance around the issue, Lilik said. I’ve watched you for weeks—you avoid conflict. Now isn’t the time.

	No, I just reserve my arguments for the important things.

	Well, if there were ever an important issue…

	I heard you, all right?

	I stiffened as Lilik untangled her remaining energy from my spirit. I hadn’t even known that she’d kept a grip on me. Combined with the argument I’d just heard, I sensed I’d narrowly avoided an unpleasant fate. What had the woman been considering? And who under a stormy sky was Tyrak?

	Later, her whisper came across our bond.

	I clenched my jaw. I’d started to suspect that Lilik could read more of my thoughts than she admitted. I wanted to confront her, but she was right—this wasn’t the time.

	I stood and tamped my aura-sight down to a low smolder. Glancing around, I caught the eye of the Prime Protector. She was looking anxiously between her Emperor and me. Kostan still crouched over the Heartstone, knotted tension bulging his shoulders.

	“There’s a problem,” I said, motioning to the Prime.

	The woman leaped to my side. “Talk,” she said.

	“The Spawn. It may be—it’s a trap. Parveld…” I pinched the bridge of my nose. This was hard to explain. 

	The back of Kostan’s neck was slick with sweat, no doubt from the battle he was waging in his illusory cavern. Speaking of… I looked up, but only the blue sky filled my eyes. Suddenly cold, I shoved energy into my aura-sight.

	The shining warrior no longer towered over the city. Instead, the giant had fallen to a knee, his back slumped over the Heights. Kostan’s glowing sword had vanished.

	“Oh, storms. No!” I shoved the Prime aside and sprinted for the stairs. Headlong, I took the makeshift steps three at a time. In my aura-sight, the warrior sagged farther, elbow buckling as if the weight of the sky pressed the glowing figure down.

	“Kostan!” I yelled as my feet slapped the ground. Protectors and mages looked on in astonishment as I barreled into him, knocking his hands from the Heartstone.

	He rolled, limp, and turned sightless eyes to the heavens.

	“No!” I yelled again, fumbling at the buckles of his armor before noticing that the Heartshard pendant peeked over the top of the vest. I yanked the amulet free and jerked it over his head, catching strands of his hair in the chain.

	Kostan’s head lolled. I grabbed his shoulders and shook. Finally, he drew a weak breath, but his eyelids didn’t even flutter. 

	As I laid hands on his chest, my lower lip trembling, a deep snap reverberated through the Heartstone. Cracks webbed the surface, shattering the gleaming dome. I slapped my hands to the agate’s surface and threw my aura-sight forward.

	The glow was gone. The Heartstone was broken.

	***

	After Kostan’s collapse, the Prime sent every soldier under her command to squash the Riftspawn force. Aurum mages bolstered the protectors’ forces, darting in from the fringes of the battle and leaving tattered corpses behind. Stormshard blasted into the fray from the side, hammering the beasts against the protectors’ shields. Five humans died for every Spawn sliced to pieces, but finally, the shrieks and shouts from the city’s outskirts faded. I knelt beside Kostan throughout the battle, clutching his cool hand. His pulse washed weakly through his wrist, and his eyes flitted beneath lowered lids. Occasionally, his breath hitched, sending my heart thrashing in my chest. But his condition didn’t change.

	I was surprised to look up and see the day had turned into evening. A canvas roof had been stretched across the stone walls of a building that was under construction against the outer ring wall. I watched with numb interest as the Prime ducked out the building’s doorway and approached, two soldiers in tow.

	“We want to get him inside so the Aurum Trinity can examine him,” she said with surprising gentleness.

	I sat silently while her words registered, then nodded and stood. The soldiers grabbed Kostan at the armpits and ankles and lifted. His head fell backward, and the Prime swooped in to support it. Awkwardly, they carried their Emperor into the makeshift building. As if appearing from nowhere, the three master mages of the Aurum Trinity swooped into view and disappeared into the building. Lantern light bloomed inside the small structure. I slipped inside and stood along the wall.

	The Trinity worked silently as the Prime crossed the room to keep the vigil beside me. After maybe a quarter of an hour, a protector ducked her head into the room. “The soldiers still on the field are burning the Spawn’s bodies, Prime.” 

	“Good,” the Prime said. “Organize a system of patrols for the night. We need to make sure the city is secure.”

	Nothing can make the city secure from what’s coming, Lilik said. You need to tell them.

	I sucked in a deep breath. The woman was right. I’d been focused on Kostan, but now I needed to deal with the approaching situation. I’d hoped he would wake; this kind of decision needed the Emperor’s input. But the threat couldn’t wait.

	“I need to speak with you and the other leaders,” I said. “It’s urgent.”

	Briefly, I explained what I’d seen.

	The Prime’s brows raised, but after a moment, she nodded. “I’ll call them together.”

	***

	I scanned the gathering and tried to ignore the skepticism on their faces. They’d listened to my story of the Spawn army without interruption, but that didn’t mean they accepted my evaluation of our chances.

	The Prime Protector folded her arms as she, too, examined the others for a reaction. Fishel’s brow wrinkled as he considered my tale. He’d brought his Prov lieutenants as well as the palace servant, Lyrille, who had been blinded in service of the Scions. Argentmaster Yevinish represented his order while, prompting a few shocked whispers from onlookers, one of the Trinity members had separated from her companions to join us. The Prime’s messenger hadn’t been able to locate a representative from the ferro order. Representing Stormshard, Sirez and another leader, Charle, shuffled with arms crossed.

	The silence held. From our vantage atop Steelhold’s stump, I could see Kostan’s legs through the building’s doorway. It took all my willpower to stay focused on this meeting.

	 “Do you have enough resources to organize an evacuation of the city, Fishel?” I asked, ignoring the fact that no one had yet agreed to my demand that we flee.

	The man shifted his weight while clearly considering his words.

	“Now, wait,” the Prime said. “Your report is concerning. But shouldn’t we discuss all options?” Her attention flicked to the outskirts of the city where four columns of greasy smoke rose from the battlefield. Her glance seemed to suggest that since we’d won today, why assume the coming army doomed us.

	I recalled Lilik’s comment about my fear of conflict and raised my chin. “Indeed, we should discuss all options for the evacuation. But there is no question whether or not it’s necessary.”

	“You must understand it’s difficult to accept,” the Prime said. Around the circle, others nodded agreement.

	I sighed. “Yes, a call to evacuate the city may seem rash. But we simply must go. I don’t know how I can prove what I saw. There are many thousands more Riftspawn coming. We’ve got no chance against that.”

	“And you saw them with your spiritist powers…” the woman from the Aurum Trinity said. “I understand the talent can be powerful, but to cast your awareness over such an incredible distance. Where did you say they are again?”

	I hesitated. Was she questioning my honesty? “On the grasslands. Southeast about fifteen days on foot.”

	Her body remained preternaturally motionless as she spoke. “Where, precisely? Show me.”

	Clenching my jaw, I turned to point toward the spot. The woman narrowed her eyes as she followed the line of my finger. After a moment, she shook her head.

	“If they’re out there, they aren’t within striking distance,” she said.

	“I just said they were fifteen days away.”

	The master aurum mage graced me with an annoyed look. “I was merely establishing the parameters of the discussion. You say our need to evacuate is urgent…”

	I pressed fingernails into my palms. Storms, but I hated arguing. “We won’t make Jaliss safe in the space of a tenday and a half.”

	Fishel cleared his throat. “We’d need to move people on foot. Tens of thousands of Provs who are already weakened by lack of food. They won’t be easy to organize or fast on the march. If we decide this is necessary, we’ll be glad for whatever days we have.”

	Fishel glanced at his Prov leadership as if asking for their opinion. They cast nervous glances over the grasslands. They’d probably never expected to join a war council. 

	After a moment, the Prime Protector glanced toward Kostan’s shelter and gestured with her chin. The other two members of the Trinity were exiting the building. Gliding like phantoms they ascended the staircase to our perch. My heart thudded against my ribs—I was desperate to hear their report, but terrified of it, too.

	The mages shook their heads in unison. “His problem does not lie in his body, though it has been greatly weakened. Argentmaster Yevinish, we suggest you examine his mind.”

	I bit the inside of my lip. What could be wrong with Kostan’s mind? Fearing I’d break down if I looked at his motionless body, I kept my attention on the Prime. A faint hint of distrust crossed her features as she looked at the argentmaster, but after a moment she nodded assent. The leader of the argent order drew himself up and stalked to the stairs.

	“Regardless of the approaching threat,” the Prime said, “what good would it do to flee? As few defensible locations as there are inside the city, the open grasslands would make us even more vulnerable.”

	Footsteps smacked the entrance to the sheltered area below as Sirez burst into the ring. She spotted us and ran for the stairs, mounting them in just a handful of strides. Breathless, she ran her eyes over the gathering. “Stormshard received a runner from the south just after the Prime’s messenger visited us.” Her gaze landed on me. “What Savra said is true. The Spawn horde outnumbers us at least fifty to one. They’re marching as a unified force and heading straight for Jaliss. Settlements in the path have been razed, knocked flat as if they’d never existed. The conclave met briefly. Stormshard will be ready to move within the hour.”

	“How did you get information from so far—” the Prime began before Sirez rolled her eyes and interrupted.

	“We’re fighting on the same side now, but that doesn’t mean you’ve earned the right to all our secrets,” the Shard leader drawled.

	The Prime’s nostril’s flared, but she dropped the matter. “Back to my point, what purpose is there in leaving? Jaliss’ defenses may be inadequate, but at least the city has defenses.”

	“There must be an alternative,” I said firmly. “Even if we could hold a small number of defensible locations within the city, we could only protect a few hundred people. Tens of thousands of innocent citizens live inside Jaliss. I know I speak for Kostan when I say that it’s better to attempt an evacuation than to hunker behind walls while the rest of the city is slaughtered.”

	Sirez looked about the group, disbelief on her face. “I can’t see how this is even a debate. Jaliss will be lost the moment that horde arrives.”

	“But we have nowhere to go,” the Prime objected.

	“Then find somewhere,” the servant girl, Lyrille, said. She’d been standing behind Fishel’s shoulder, but now she stepped in front of him. “You presume to make this decision for the city’s Provs, but how would they feel to learn you planned to hide while leaving them in their ruined neighborhoods like bait? You would accept the deaths of thousands because you fear to make the choice that might doom or save us all. I’m certain that if you went down into the Splits and asked any citizen whether they’d rather run from this army of monsters or wait to be set upon, there would be no hesitation in their answer.”

	Behind the young woman, the other Prov leaders nodded. “Better to have a chance of escape than a certain massacre,” one said.

	The Prime took a few deep breaths. Her jaw hardened as she nodded. “I suppose you’re right. We must try. Though I fear our chances are slim.”

	“It’s not a hopeless proposition,” Sirez said. “We can head into the mountains. The quake damage there has been mild, and there are many valleys far more defensible than Jaliss just by virtue of their geography. If we arrive in time to fortify, even better.”

	“We have little hope of that,” the Prime said. “Refugees will move at less than half an army’s march pace.”

	The Trinity raised their hands in unison. Bowing their heads together, they spoke in tones so low that only their aurum-enhanced hearing could make out the words. After a moment, they inhaled together and spoke. “Only thirty-six of our order remain in this world. The aurums can’t beat this coming force, but we can delay them. Perhaps it will gain the time you need to secure another location.”

	A dozen pairs of shocked eyes turned to the mages. The silence held while the Trinity’s words sank in.

	“We are fast enough to defeat many of the Riftspawn before they overwhelm us. We can strike and retreat and harry their flanks, and unless they wish to sacrifice half their force, they’ll be forced to stop and deal with us.”

	When no one spoke, Lyrille finally turned to the aurum masters. “I have nightmares almost every night. I wake, sweat-drenched, from memories of the pain and horror I suffered when the three of you removed my eyes. Though I’ve chosen not to waste energy on hating you, I never imagined you would make such a sacrifice.”

	The Trinity’s faces were serene as they nodded acknowledgment of the girl’s words. “We cannot atone for the actions we took in service to the Ascension. We can, however, address other mistakes. Our hearing is rather acute. We have listened in on many conversations in the last weeks and have learned the truth about the Maelstrom-metals and the corruption they’ve brought to the world. The rise of the Hunger is partly our fault. We accept responsibility for our actions and offer this to make amends.” 

	The sun dipped below the western horizon as I swallowed a lump in my throat. “The Empire thanks you.”

	“If there is an agreement regarding the evacuation, we will now leave you to prepare to defend your retreat.”

	Lips pressed into a hard line, the Prime finally nodded. “If there are no other dissenters, I suggest we prepare to leave at dawn. Thank you, Trinity.”

	The respectful silence held until the Trinity had glided down the stairs and slipped gracefully through the corridor leading from the area.

	“Fishel?” I asked once they’d vanished from sight. “Do you think you can organize an evacuation by daybreak?”

	He turned and met the eyes of his leadership. “Each of you will manage the areas you oversaw during our rebuilding efforts. Instruct the citizens to bring food, warm clothing, and supplies that will help them survive in the open. We’ll fill wagons with additional provisions and offer seats to those too infirm to march. Prepare to gather at the outer edge of Lowtown before the sun rises.” One by one, the Provs sketched small bows and dashed off down the stairs. As the last abandoned the group, Fishel touched the servant girl’s arm. “Lyrille, will you please join me?”

	She adjusted her silk mask as she turned. “Of course, though I don’t know what help I can offer.”

	Fishel heaved a sigh. “Someone needs to warn the Atal. But if we're to have any hope of convincing them, I believe we’ll need your power of persuasion.”

	When she nodded, he offered her his arm, and they headed for the stairs, leaving me alone with the Prime.

	“I’ll organize the soldiers to defend the refugees,” she said. Now that she’d been convinced, all hesitation had vanished from her tone. “We’ll send advance parties along our route to prepare the way.”

	 “And now we just have to hope the Emperor wakes up,” I said.

	


Chapter Ten

	 

	Evrain

	At the edge of Arborhem

	 

	 

	KNOWING THE ROADS were difficult, Evrain had planned a four-day journey from Bellows to Arborhem. When he spotted the first curl of smoke from a fire, it had been a full tenday. After the fifth, he could run no longer. His food and body were too depleted. More, a pair of travelers had warned him that many streams had turned poisonous, inflicting a fearful malady that brought lassitude followed by madness. The best way to assure his water wasn’t tainted was to take it directly from a spring. The search for a safe place to fill his skin every morning had added even more distance and time.

	But the journey was finally over. For better or for worse, Arborhem lay just a few hundred paces distant.

	As he drew near, Evrain felt his steps slow. It took him a few moments to understand his sudden reluctance. Answers lay within the tree-sheltered huddle of buildings ahead, and abruptly, he feared to learn them. He’d known all along that his hopes for finding his wife and daughter were as thin as high-mountain air, but the longer he’d traveled, the easier it had been to allow his fantasy to solidify. He dreaded its inevitable shattering.

	And he could finally admit a truth he’d been avoiding. After seven long years, the prospect of finding his wife again frightened him. He’d been gone more than half the number of years that he and Marleina had been together. Time and Stormshard had changed him. No doubt Marleina was a different woman than she’d been when he left. And what of little Avill? She’d been just a wee thing when he last saw her. How old was she now? Twelve? On the cusp of womanhood already.

	His reunion with Savra had been easier. By the time they’d found each other, she’d already learned why he’d abandoned the family. She’d had her own experiences with Stormshard, and they’d quickly bonded over the pressing issue of convincing the rebels to spare her life. Would his wife and younger daughter be so quick to understand his reasons for leaving? Should they understand? Over the years, Evrain had indulged plenty of doubts over whether he’d made the right choice to sneak away and join Stormshard. Quite likely Marleina would raise the same points.

	But his deepest worry wasn’t whether she’d forgive him. He was terrified, after all these years, she simply wouldn’t care anymore.

	When he realized that his feet had stopped moving entirely, Evrain gritted his teeth and shook his head. After facing down imperial protectors and Riftspawn abominations, he ought to be brave enough to face his wife. With a deep breath, he hiked his rucksack up on his shoulders and continued toward Arborhem.

	Like Bellows, the settlement had fared better than most. The town wasn’t large; only a couple dozen buildings clustered around the central track. On the far side of town, a bridge spanned a fast-flowing river. A nearby waterwheel dipped paddles into the flow. Ponderous in its rotation, the wheel spun an axle that disappeared into the side of a sawmill. A rope had been strung along the riverbank and around the building. Red scraps of fabric dangled from the line. A warning? Was the river water befouled, too?

	As if in answer, a group of chatting women emerged from the forest to his right. Each wore a wooden yoke over her shoulders. The buckets on the ends dangled and sloshed. No doubt an untainted spring hid in the woods nearby.

	Down a shallow slope, a large wooden tub was being worked by two more women with long poles. Another laundress used iron tongs to bring hot rocks from a nearby firepit and drop them into the tub.

	Evrain quickly took in the rest of town, a bustle of construction, canvas laid out for mending, and milling livestock. He ran a hand through his hair and started forward before a flash of hair the color of amber sunlight caught his eyes.

	He’d been so focused on the women carrying water that Evrain hadn’t paid attention to the laundresses stirring the load of clothing. Now he wondered how he could have missed her. Though her back was turned, he had no doubt it was Marleina.

	Her hair was a little longer than it had been during Evrain’s last evening at home. He remembered sitting at the small kitchen table and watching her correct Savra’s shaky handwriting. Already, his heart had been shredded as if run over a grater. He’d known he had to abandon them to save Savra, but he’d hated that he couldn’t confess his plan. Those hours had been agony. It had taken every drop of will he possessed not to admit the truth.

	But that was over now.

	He stood frozen for a handful of breaths, just watching his beloved work. When she turned, her face catching the afternoon sun, he marveled to see a streak of gray at her temple. The wind tore at her hair and pressed her dress against her body. She was thinner than she’d been, worn down by the events of recent weeks. But still breathtaking.

	At once, Evrain’s fears flew up and away. He shrugged out of his rucksack, tossed it to the side of the road, and started for his wife with long strides. The woman working beside her noticed him first. She blinked, a look of concern furrowing her brow, and spoke a warning to Marleina. The wind pulled a strand of hair across her eyes as she turned. Grimacing, she tugged it away.

	For a moment, Marleina was still as a Deepwinter frost. Her lips stood parted, exposing just the barest sliver of straight teeth. And suddenly, as if a hammer strike shattered the frozen calm, she threw her laundry pole aside, cried out, and ran to him.

	Enfolding her in his arms was like snaring the afternoon sun. She was everything he’d yearned for all these long years. She and their daughters. Sighing deep, he breathed in the scent of her hair and pressed a kiss onto her head.

	***

	Marleina pushed back a canvas flap and led Evrain into a tent pitched against the leeward side of a building. Many of the wooden structures in the town had similar shelters fastened to their outer walls. After so many years in the Icethorns, the tents reminded him of snowdrifts that piled up behind ridges and stands of low-growing evergreens. 

	Glad to be out of the harsh wind, Evrain looked around the shelter. A twinge of worry pinched his chest. He’d seen from the outside how small of an area was bounded by the canvas walls. He’d expected the inside to be far more crowded. After all, Avill would no longer be the tumble of skinny arms and knobby knees he remembered. His wife and daughter wouldn’t be able to share a narrow cot without one being pushed off in the night.

	But a narrow cot was the only furniture in the shelter.

	He swallowed the knot that abruptly stuck in his throat. Licking his lips, he tried to ask the question, but no sound came from his throat.

	Marleina turned, and sudden understanding softened her face. “Avill’s not—I mean, I don’t know for sure… Avill and I escaped separately, Evrain. But I have every reason to believe she is okay.”

	Evrain hunched over the tightness in his belly and pawed for the top of the cot. He dropped to a seat before his knees gave out. A heartbeat later, Marleina sat beside him, clutching his roughened hand in hers. Calluses ridged her palms, no doubt from her work on the town’s laundry. But her fingertips were soft as she traced the back of his hand.

	“Where?” Evrain finally managed.

	“I don’t know. Truly, I don’t. It’s a complicated story, and one I fear may diminish me in your eyes.”

	Evrain spun and cupped her cheek. “I know about Havialo’s men and your capture. Whatever you had to do to secure her release… I would never judge you for it.”

	She shook her head. “My honor survived intact, as did Avill’s.” Her lips thinned as she released Evrain’s hand, dropping hers to her lap. “I kept a secret from you for all the years we were married. I didn’t wish to, but it was a promise I made long before we met. And it was for your own protection.”

	Evrain took a breath. The words stung, but he forced away the emotion. After all, he’d used the same justification to abandon his family without warning. 

	“I forgive you,” he said.

	“Then I’ll tell it quickly because we have many more years to fill in. A few generations ago, a pendant washed up from the Maelstrom. My family has kept it hidden all these years. We call it the Wind’s Gift.”

	“And?”

	“I always planned to pass it along to Savra, but after she vanished…” Marleina’s voice cracked.

	“Wait,” Evrain said, snatching her hand and squeezing it. “You don’t know… I’m so sorry. I should have told you first thing. Savra is alive.”

	Marleina turned to him, a look of wonder on her face. “There was a fire. We saw the smoke shortly after the men took us. I was sure that the Empire had set it to cover her murder.”

	He leaned in and pressed a kiss to her cheek. A tear spilled and salted his upper lip. “I’ve spent weeks with her. She’s well. No, more than that. She is amazing, Marleina. The very thing Stormshard has needed all these decades. But as you said, there are years to fill in. Tell me about the Wind’s Gift.”

	“Cosmali have always assumed the Atal valued the Maelstrom-relics because they are rare. But judging by the Wind’s Gift, it’s something else entirely. The pendant has powerful magic—with practice, it’s owner can become one with the wind. Eventually, she can even bend the gale and force it to carry her where she wishes. We were trapped. I didn’t think both of us could escape, so I taught Avill its use.”

	“So she…” Evrain’s brows drew together as he tried to understand. “She became one with the wind? I’m not sure I grasp your meaning.”

	After spending so much time around Jaliss and the congregation of palace mages, not to mention the tricks worked by Falla and her mind reading, he was far more accustomed to magic than he’d been when he left Numintown. His eldest daughter was a spiritist, even. But he’d never imagined his wife keeping such a powerful secret.

	A smile teased her lips. “She joined the wind, vanished into the swirling air. Clever girl. When I gave her the charm, I had the faint hope she’d be able to use it to escape. I didn’t expect her to cause such a distraction that I was able to slip away, too.”

	“If you both escaped, why didn’t she rejoin you once it was safe?”

	Marleina’s smile turned melancholy. “If we’d had more time, it would have been an easy matter, I’m sure. She was so quick to learn the pendant’s power. But using the wind and mastering it are quite different. Even after years of practice, my control was poor.” She shook her head. “The storm blowing off one of Anisel’s harbors whisked Avill to safety, but I can’t guess where it decided to release her. She could be anywhere from the Aniselan coast to the northern ice.”

	Evrain looked down at his open palms. “Anywhere… then how can you be so sure she’s alive? The events of the last weeks… I wouldn’t be surprised if half the Provs in the Empire have died.”

	“Because I can feel her through our shared bond with the relic,” Marleina said, pressing her hand to her breastbone. “Life flows strong through her. Avill is brave and far cleverer than I once believed. She’ll survive this, Evrain. We all will.”

	He sat silently for a while, considering her words. After a long few minutes, Marleina laid a hand on his cheek. Her eyes, gray-blue like the Maelstrom, stared up at him. Like a receding tide, Evrain’s worries slowly drained away. He shook his head, marveling. After all these years apart, he believed every word this woman spoke. Their daughters were alive. They were fighters. Someday, they’d all be reunited.

	Closing his eyes, Evrain leaned down and pressed a kiss to her lips. Everything else vanished, the wind and the quakes, the Riftspawn and Stormshard. In that moment, there was only Marleina.

	


Chapter Eleven

	 

	Kostan

	Unknown locations

	 

	 

	“…ORGANIZE SO THE strong carry more.”

	Voices came to me as if through thick walls. The clamor in my head covered most of the words, my mind echoing with the screams of shadows, the grating as pillars shifted. And at the end of each cycle, the teeth-rattling snap tunneling deep into my spine. Over and over, the sounds repeated as if in a nightmare.

	“Too vulnerable. Put them in the middle.” 

	“…argents are refusing… forget… only what we can.”

	“…mountains…least damaged. Ancient-built...”

	“Fishel says we’re ready. Is he…?”

	Strong hands fastened my wrists and ankles, and I was lifted from the earth. My head lolled. Someone cursed as the screaming shadows pulled me back into darkness.

	“…hours until sundown,” someone said. “Won’t reach until…”

	My body rocked back and forth. With each sway of my… my what? It felt like I was in some sort of sling. I struggled to move but could only twitch my fingertips. My eyes felt as if they’d been sewn shut. I struggled to understand what was happening. The swaying… was I being carried? Why? Where? I vaguely remembered voices. And before that, I’d been speaking to Parveld inside the Heartstone’s cavern. My sword had been so heavy. Then what? It was so hard to think while the shadows shrieked and the earth collapsed.

	“…so many. We’re strung from here to Lowtown still.”

	I tried to turn my head when I heard Fishel’s voice, but the effort sent stabbing pain down my spine. My awareness dwindled to a pinprick then faded.

	Later, I couldn’t say how long, the smell of horses and dust filled my nose. My face felt filmed with grit.

	“We’ll arrive tonight…others five…later. Maybe more.”

	…wish I’d been thinking more clearly…ferro’s rod is still in the Graybranch.”

	Savra’s voice entered my mind like a breeze. When I coughed, her delicate hand fell on my forehead.

	“I think he’s waking.”

	“You shouldn’t need the rod anymore,” someone else said. Falla? “And storms! Doesn’t the man know when to rest? Open his mouth.”

	“Are you sure it won’t make him weaker? …aura is so dim already.”

	“Argell says it’s best. The tonic only allows him to rest. It doesn’t harm him. If we allow him to wake… spend too much energy…won’t agree to lie in a cart while everyone else marches.”

	We were marching? Where to? I tried to speak, but my tongue was too heavy, pressing against the back of my throat like a stone. Inside my skull, the shadows screamed and struck at me.

	Fingers gentle as feathers touched my lips, parting them ever so slightly. The hardness of cold metal pressed down on my lower lip followed by a spill of frigid, bitter liquid. I tried to shake my head. I didn’t want to swallow. But the sedative slipped down my throat. 

	“Do you know anything about how I could see so far, Falla?

	“…body spiritists can sharpen their vision to see details...”

	“But you can’t… expand your awareness?”

	“With my spiritism? …must be near someone to peer into their thoughts.”

	“…strange… the Spawn came, I could reach…with Lilik’s help…scared me. And there was something else she wanted to do.”

	The tonic they’d spooned into my mouth was already making me lightheaded. I struggled to keep my focus on the women’s conversation. Savra’s voice reminded me of warm waters of lapping against my ears. Washing against the clamor inside my head.

	“…travel?”

	“…don’t see why it would be impossible.” Falla’s voice came in scraps of sound. “… some sort of Essence talent.”

	“Even so, her tone worried me.”

	“…different century. Different abilities.”

	“Even farther…” Savra’s voice was a whisper against the roar. I tried to breathe deeply, in hopes the fresh air would pull me away from the screams and the shadows. But still, I sank deeper, my awareness swamped by the heavy sound of collapse. “… find Parveld. My father.”

	“…dangerous.” Falla’s last words echoed in my skull as a reverberating crack plunged me into unconsciousness.

	Metal squealed. Something banged like the rear gate of a wagon bed slamming shut. A horse snorted. My body jolted as the surface beneath me lurched into motion.

	With a groan, I managed to crack my eyelids open. Overhead, a half moon illuminated scraps of clouds. Black against the starry sky, jagged mountain ridges cut the heavens. I tried to sit up, but couldn’t lift my shoulders. I rolled my head and saw that I had indeed been placed inside a wagon. Canvas sacks piled against the sides of the bed. A heavy wool blanket covered my body, but frosty air bit my cheeks and nose.

	I opened my mouth to speak. No sound came. The wailing shadows rose again in my thoughts. Dust sifted down as pillars cracked.

	Thumping hooves drew even with the side of the wagon. A pair of riders trotted forward, their cloaks draping their mounts’ hindquarters.

	“How much farther?” A rider’s voice pierced the night air.

	“Look,” the other said. “He’s awake…” The screams drowned the rest of his words. My eyes slid shut.

	“…stubborn. The healers say we can’t give him any more evenshade.”

	“Where…” The whisper fell from my lips, but I couldn’t hear it over the roar in my head. The end was coming again, the bone-rattling snap that would shatter my skull and start the cycle over.

	“…rest, your eminence,” a woman said.

	But I didn’t want to rest. The darkness brought more screams. The snap like a thighbone breaking. I wanted to escape.

	“Please” I might have whispered.

	“…side track that intersects Westpass Cut…make the Westpass protectors’ garrison tonight.”

	I shoved all my strength into my eyelids, willing them to open. The darkness remained.

	A shout penetrated the roar in my head. “An hour at least, Sirez.”

	As the wagon—it was a wagon, right?—jolted, fatigue latched hold of me, cold fingers clawing into my mind. The echoing shrieks grew louder, more frenzied, a wailing that made my eyes ache. The reverberating crack shot through me. Silence followed. I felt sick. Blackness closed from the edges, and, ever so softly, the shadows advanced again. I shoved with all my will, forcing my mind toward the surface.

	Dark ropes cut into my flesh, dragging me down. I couldn’t fight it any longer. The wagon’s wheels bumped over stones and ruts, a funeral carriage rocking me to sleep. I sank into nightmare.

	


Chapter Twelve

	 

	Savra

	A small room in Westpass Garrison

	 

	 

	I WANTED KOSTAN to live. I needed him to live. The Body spiritists hoped rest would bring him back. The aurums had believed the problem was in his mind. Argentmaster Yevinish—the mage most likely to heal Kostan’s mind, if the problem lay inside it—had thrown up his hands in disgust before leaving Jaliss with the other argent mages. In a different direction from the refugees, no less. All I could tell was that Kostan’s aura was extremely weak. It had been so dim since the Heartstone had shattered. Translucent and sluggish, his spirit swirled in an endless whirlpool of gray, each rotation swallowing the last. What had happened? Why had the shining warrior toppled? Was it related to Parveld and that filthy web that had blanketed the Spawn?

	Dawn was breaking over the Icethorns. The sun hadn’t yet penetrated the deep valley where Westpass Garrison guarded the mountain track, but pale light flooded the chamber where Kostan rested. We’d arrived in the night after two days of hard travel, and I felt as if I hadn’t slept in weeks. Bleary-eyed, I sat in a straight-backed chair at his bedside, hands clutched tight. As I waited, I watched his face. Even with the slow-swirling turmoil of his aura, he wore a peaceful expression, untroubled by the burdens he carried while awake. I ran a finger along his cheekbone, tracing its strong line.

	Tentatively, I extended a tendril of aura to strengthen his, but the moment it touched his swirling spirit, it whipped away as if thrown. I blinked away tears of exhaustion and fear. Would my time with him end so quickly? And what would happen to the Empire if its leader fell?

	As desperate as I was for him to wake, a small part of me dreaded his reaction to the new circumstances. How would he feel about what I’d convinced his allies to do? We’d abandoned the Empire’s capital to the Spawn. Fishel and his helpers had done a tremendous job organizing the evacuation, but how many people had chosen to remain in their homes? How many citizens of the Empire had we left behind? And what would Kostan think of us when he learned we’d left the refugees back on the grasslands, striking out on horseback to bring our ailing leader to the protection of the garrison?

	Staying would have gained nothing, Lilik said. Here, you can prepare for the refugees’ arrival.

	A flash of anger heated my face at the proof that she could hear my thoughts. My emotions were too raw for this. The last days had been a blur of marching through endless grasses, the sun a searing circle overhead. By night, the grasslands had been a dark sea full of monsters. Even with my aura-sight detecting nothing but blackness in the vast tracts beyond our group, I hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that we’d soon be attacked. Behind us, Jaliss was a shattered and abandoned wreck. For centuries, the city had stood as the unbreakable core of the Empire. Fleeing it had been a bitter blow.

	We were each of us fugitives now. On the run from a force too powerful to resist. What would happen next? Where would we go? Certainly, a mountain stronghold would be easier to defend than a wide-sprawled city. But to what end? Would we hold out a little longer only to drown beneath a rising sea of Riftspawn? And what of the provinces? Quite possibly everyone in them would soon be dead, ravaged by Riftspawn or dragged into freshly opened chasms.

	That included my family. If they still lived, they were out there, somewhere.

	Altogether, it was just too much. At another time, I might have ignored Lilik’s comments. But now, I was sick of the deceit. 

	I know you can hear my thoughts, I said.

	Only some of them, Lilik admitted. And I don’t mean to. It just happens.

	Why did you lie to me before? Why claim your insights came because you’d faced similar situations?

	Because it was true, Savra. Things have changed, though. It’s—the nature of our bond is complicated, and I’ve never been on this end of the connection before. The longer we’re together, the more closely aligned our spirits become.

	And you, Raav? Can you overhear what I’m thinking, too?

	The man sent a small wave of comfort across our link. I don’t mean to imply that I don’t care, he began.

	What he’s trying to say is that he has no idea what you’re thinking.

	It’s true, the man said. I’m terrible at guessing others’ feelings. I never understood how Lilik seemed to read my thoughts—even without magic—while I bumbled about ignorant to hers.

	But his intentions were good, Lilik said, so I kept him around.

	I wasn’t in the mood for their teasing. Aside from her intrusions into my thoughts, Lilik’s words after we’d inspected the Riftspawn kept returning to me. She’d been contemplating doing something to make me argue for the evacuation.

	I wasn’t so certain they were my friends right now, and I didn’t want to act as if we were close.

	I need to know what you planned to do to me.

	What do you mean? Lilik asked.

	Do I really need to answer that? You just admitted to understanding my thoughts.

	Some, but not all. The woman hesitated. I think I know what you’re referring to, though. What we saw when we looked at the Riftspawn scared me. It’s difficult to convey the extent of Parveld’s power.

	I understand some of what he’s capable of. I saw him relocate a whole army with just a thought.

	The woman sighed. I suppose that’s true. You have a notion of his power. But we don’t have any concept of how the Hunger’s influence will change his abilities. We won’t understand what he can do—specifically what he can Want to do—for some time.

	Clarify for me… with a dawnweaving, he pulls energy from other people’s auras and then?

	The dawnweaving’s magic fulfills his deepest Want. Before, his desires were limited by his conscience. Now…

	I shuddered at the tone of her voice.

	Back to what you intended with me…

	I shouldn’t have considered it, Lilik said. But when there is a strong bond--a shadowbond--between a nightforged object and the person who bears it, the object’s spirit can join with the soul of the bearer. Usually, this is to help the person—like when I strengthened your ability to see the distant Riftspawn.

	Nightforged?

	Items like this bracelet.

	So we have a shadowbond, and you can help me in certain ways. Got it. But you were thinking of doing something different.

	I was. I’m sorry. When I was young, I was bonded to a spirit-infused dagger. A boy’s soul was trapped inside it. His name was Tyrak.

	And? I said. From outside the garrison bedchamber, I heard shouts of greeting. More protectors had been arriving through the early hours. During our flight across the grasslands and into the mountains, we’d sent word to the guard posts beyond Westpass Cut. As each group of reinforcements arrived, squads of rested soldiers were being dispatched to the grasslands to help escort and protect the citizens of Jaliss.

	Tyrak taught me to fight. He joined with me at times, adding his energy and experience to mine, and together we defeated enemies I could never have faced alone. But I was foolish and impulsive as a young woman. I got myself into a very bad situation once and refused to recognize the consequences. Tyrak did more than lend his strength that time. He took control of my body and forced me to be calm when I wanted to fight back.

	Outside the small window, the new arrivals were congregating in the inner yard. Grim faces looked to the Prime and Sirez as they delivered explanations and orders.

	So if I don’t agree with you, you’ll take over my body and force me to do what you want? My hand hovered over the bracelet. I’d remove it if she tried; I needed advice and guidance in the days ahead, but I didn’t want to be controlled.

	Tyrak saved my life that day, Lilik said quietly. But it took me a long time to realize it and an even longer time to forgive him. I’ve waited centuries—we’ve waited centuries, trapped inside this tides-pulled bracelet for the chance to help you win this. I won’t lie and say it’s easy to offer advice and nothing more. But I swear to you that I won’t do what Tyrak did to me.

	A raw edge entered her voice when she spoke of the bracelet. I knew it must’ve been difficult—a tremendous sacrifice—to agree to such a long imprisonment. But I’d never sensed any bitterness from her. Much like the flatness I’d felt from her after Steelhold’s fall, the emotion was new.

	Do you believe me? she asked after I’d sat silently considering her words.

	I’m trying to. It would help if you explained why you’ve been so distant? I understand your worry for Parveld—but it would be easier for me to free him with your help.

	Silence followed my question. I turned my head from the window when Kostan’s breath quickened. His fingers twitched, and I resisted the urge to grab his hand. It wasn’t the first time he’d seemed to enter a dreaming state. Occasionally, his eyelids cracked open. But he usually calmed shortly afterward.

	I’d like to say that both Raav and I accepted the potential consequences of our imprisonment without reservation, Lilik began. We knew there was a chance, ever so slight, that things wouldn’t turn out as we’d envisioned. But the truth is, I never imagined Parveld would fail. He was so serious. So dedicated. The deepest parts of my soul ache for him. And for us.

	But that’s exactly why I need you now. I don’t want to leave him like—wait… when you say you accepted the consequences of your imprisonment, do you mean that Parveld was supposed to free you?

	At the time, we weren’t even certain he could. But I always believed he would figure it out.

	The horror of the situation settled into my chest. But without him, you’re trapped in there forever? Even if I release him from the madness so that he can finally cross the veil, you won’t be able to join him?

	I don’t know, Lilik said. But—

	Most likely, that’s the truth, Raav said, cutting her off. But Savra, I would make the same decision all over again. Without you, not even souls beyond the veil are safe from the Hunger. If we are doomed anyway, I would rather have tried. I’m with the woman I love. For eternity, in fact. How many people can say that?

	I blinked. You must resent me, I said.

	In an occasional moment of weakness, yes, Lilik admitted. But no more than I resent fate. You didn’t choose your role, and you’re doing your best.

	I looked down at Kostan. Was I doing my best? In the hours after Steelhold fell, I remembered sitting at a table in the Graybranch, laughing with him as we swallowed Fishel’s ale. After that, I’d spent many more hours in Kostan’s arms. All that night, it had been as if nothing existed beyond the walls of the Graybranch Inn. I’d been happy, and I hadn’t even cared that fires still burned in Lowtown or that many families were spending the night mourning lost loved ones.

	I shook my head. No, I wasn’t doing my best. But that would change. Someday, when we found our way through this—if we found our way through it—I would allow myself those sorts of experiences. Right now, though, the Empire was in grave danger. Before the Hunger had taken him, Parveld had believed I would lead our people through this.

	I wouldn’t do that sitting by my lover’s bedside. Others could care for him better than I, and my strengths were needed elsewhere. I’d made little progress advancing my spiritism in the days since Steelhold fell, but something Lilik had said before the evacuation kept returning to me. 

	Standing, I placed a kiss on Kostan’s brow then tiptoed to the door and stepped into the chill morning air.

	Tell me about spirit walking, I said.

	***

	A rider trotted down Westpass Cut from deeper into the mountains as I clambered up a scree slope behind the garrison. The crisp air carried his voice as he reported to the protectors at the garrison’s front gate.

	“Four landslides block the road between here and the next fork.”

	The door to the gatehouse banged open as Sirez shoved through it and stalked over. “Can horses cross?”

	The man’s mount shied at the noise. He worked the reins until the beast was calm then swung a leg over and dismounted. “Picked my way over the first, but the others I had to cross on foot.”

	Sirez sighed and gestured with her chin toward the garrison’s kitchen building. “Get some food and rest. I may need you to ride down to the flats later.”

	The man handed off his reins to a groom who led the horse toward the row of stalls along an inside wall. 

	Turning, I continued up the hill.

	You know, I was only speculating when I mentioned spirit walking, Lilik said as I set foot on a flat stone the size of a dinner plate and tested its stability. Fresh rock dust from recent quakes and landslides coated the slopes and clung to the deep green needles of pine trees. I’d do no good for the Empire if I set off a slide and got crushed in the tumble.

	But you’ll explain what you meant by it, I said. Another ten paces or so uphill, a low-growing evergreen shrub made a necklace around a flat-topped boulder. Plunging my feet into loose dirt, I crossed the remaining distance. The earth spilled over the tops of my shoes and released the damp scent of melting frost. Lichen crumbled under the soles of my boots as I scrambled onto the boulder. I took a cross-legged seat.

	I suppose I will, Lilik said.

	Do you want her to end up like Devonii? Raav asked.

	What do you think? Of course not. But you saw what Parveld is doing.

	Actually, Raav said, I didn’t. No shadowbond, remember? But I believe you, Lilik. I only want you to be sure.

	Well, as a matter of fact, I’m not sure, she said.

	But I am. I thrust my words between them. No one who grew up working the sluices in Cosmal could claim a coddled upbringing. I wasn’t about to start letting other people protect me now.

	Lilik sighed. Fair enough. But here’s the thing, Savra. I can only explain what I know; I never experienced the ability, and frankly I’m glad for that. I was not a cautious young woman, and I doubt it would have gone well for me.

	You could start by telling me the dangers, I suggested. That way, you won’t have to worry I’ll do something stupid before you get the chance to warn me not to.

	Straight to the point, she said. All right. Here’s the danger. If you learn how to remove your spirit from your body, there’s a strong chance you’ll go too far. You might get lost without vessels to anchor your return journey. Or you’ll simply lose track of time, stay away too long, and your body will forget you. Even if you find your way back, you won’t be able to rejoin.

	And then?

	And then you become nothing. A drifting spirit. Without a normal death, you won’t pass beyond the veil. You might hang around for awhile, but eventually, I think you’ll just dissolve.

	Then I suppose I won’t care, I said.

	No, you won’t. But those you leave behind will. You see, your body won’t die. Not for quite some time. Otherwise, spirit walking wouldn’t be possible because the moment your soul traveled, your heart would stop beating. If Parveld were here, he could… The woman trailed off, her voice cracking.

	I picked at a patch of dull green lichen. I wished I could help her feel better about her friend.  I still haven’t given up hope that we can purge his madness without killing him. 

	Lilik responded with a touch of affection. Maybe we can.

	After a while, Raav spoke. Lilik mentioned Parveld because we knew a spirit walker once. Devonii was Parveld’s student. It tore him apart when she was lost. Imagine waiting for weeks, desperate for life to return to the body of the person you were supposed to teach and protect. Do what you must for the Empire, but don’t underestimate the grief you could cause by taking unnecessary risks.

	I looked down at the garrison where Kostan still slept. I’ll be careful, I said.

	We’ll start simple, then, Lilik said, her tone resigned. Easy movement between nearby vessels. Focus on an aura and imagine joining your spirit to theirs.

	I closed my eyes and allowed my aura-sight forward. Below, soldiers moved about with determination. Their auras were steely. I reached for the closest, but a shout knocked out my concentration.

	“I’m sorry he’s injured, Savra,” Sirez shouted. She stood against the back wall of the fort, a plate in her hands. “But you have to eat.”

	She’s right, Lilik said. You need your strength.

	I sighed and climbed down from the boulder.

	


Chapter Thirteen

	 

	Parveld

	A primitive hut

	 

	 

	PARVELD’S HEAD ACHED, and no wonder, considering the vast distances over which he’d splayed the tendrils of his spirit. It was so difficult to encompass his vast new body with such frail, human abilities. Especially while keeping a grip on the fragment of Emperor Kostan’s spark. The weaving had been difficult, and something about it wasn’t quite right. But as contorted as the bond felt, it allowed him to track the leader. Kostan had left Jaliss, fleeing west and then north into the mountains. 

	For the moment, that suited Parveld’s interests. Without human interference, he didn’t need to put much concentration into furthering his plans. The small band in Jaliss had done its job. Vastly more brethren marched under his direction, but it was almost like breathing to keep them moving. Like the slow beating of his heart.

	There was one fragment of his Hunger-self that he focused on intently, however: the flying Riftspawn that swiftly approached his physical location.

	Rubbing a hand down his face, the long-lived mage stood from his cot. His knees cracked, as did his toes when he rose up on the balls of his feet. He smirked, amazed that he could still notice such human details. His physical body was nothing but a stitch in the tapestry woven by the Hunger. Yet until his work was finished and he joined—finally and fully—with his larger self, he must remember to nurture this body. He needed to drink. When he swallowed, his tongue rasped against the soft flesh at the back of his throat. On a low stump beside his hut’s door flap, a pitcher of stale water sat beside a crude ceramic cup. He poured a small measure and sucked it down as he stepped outside.

	The glare of the midday sun only worsened his headache. Parveld grimaced as he raised a hand to shade his eyes. He squinted, scanning the sky for his approaching brother-self. There, a dark slash skimming the horizon. The Riftspawn sped towards Parveld’s camp, awkward wings beating the air. When it drew near, gusting up on the smell of rotten fruit, the bird-beast cried a greeting.

	Parveld raised a hand, beckoning the thing close. Hobbling forward on ill-matched legs, the Spawn made painful progress through the grass. Its head resembled a horse’s, too long and heavy for the spindly neck. A single, thin arm sprouted from its feathered chest. Clutched tight in its broken claws, the beast bore the trophy Parveld had sent his scouts to seek. 

	Parveld’s lips twisted in impatience. Finally, he grew weary of waiting. He stomped forward and peeled the Bracer of Sight from the beast’s grasp.

	The metal was cool under the mage’s hand. He traced the filigrees and curlicues that decorated the relic’s surface. The human scavengers picking over Steelhold’s wreckage would have found it eventually. But once Parveld had brought his small force to the city, forcing Kostan to activate the flawed Heartstone in Jaliss’s defense, the search had been abandoned. Once the humans had fled the field of debris, a swarm of Spawn resembling rodents and insects had flooded the area. With tens of thousands of eyes, the gleam of the relic hadn’t been difficult to find.

	The attack itself had been an excellent ploy. Kostan had opened a gate to the inner workings of the Heartstone when he’d used it to manifest the searing warrior. By linking with Kostan’s spark, Parveld had tunneled through Kostan’s psyche where it joined with the Heartstone. And as the man had fallen, convinced by Parveld’s influence that he was too weak to fight, Parveld had driven a spear of the Hunger’s power into the Heartstone’s flaw, shattering its magic.

	Three separate loci of magic had sealed the Hunger’s rift. Knots of power tied to the forces of Mind, Body, and Essence. The first, Mind, was now irrevocably broken. The remaining would be more difficult to ruin, but Parveld was confident. After all, he’d made great progress in understanding how to effectively wield his powers. Though the binding he’d worked on Kostan was strange, its effects were quite interesting. Most certainly, Parveld would see his goals realized.

	Especially now that he had the Bracer. He who wore it could see the future, and Parveld knew quite well the advantage such sight offered. Sometimes, the foretellings were troubling, showing unexpected defeats or seemingly insurmountable obstacles. Still, such knowledge was incalculably preferable to a blind march into the unknown.

	Before him, the Riftspawn that had flown the relic over the vast grasslands sagged to the earth, knees buckling in different directions as its strength gave out—not even Spawn could live forever. With a sigh, Parveld forced his will upon the beast.

	Behind his small hut, the First Rift yawned. The chasm had been the first major gorge to open as, years ago, the Breaking had begun to tear at the continent. The view from the rim was stunning, pleasant to his human eyes. But more importantly, the Hunger’s power was strong here. It was a solid position from which to grow his abilities and army. 

	Also, it provided convenient disposal. As if flicking a finger, Parveld sent the bird hopping toward the rim. When the creature reached the brink, he gave a last nudge, sending the Spawn flying over the drop. He didn’t hear the body land, but the impact loosed a distant clatter of rocks. A small speck in the Hunger’s tapestry dissolved, its energy rippling out and investing other threads with strength.

	With a nod, Parveld stalked back to his hut. Fiddling with the Bracer’s buckles, he slid it over his forearm.

	


Chapter Fourteen

	 

	Fishel

	Refugee camp, Atal grasslands

	 

	 

	FISHEL STALKED THROUGH the center of the refugee camp, shaking his head. He’d had a chance to speak his mind when they’d decided to evacuate Jaliss, and he’d agreed that this had been the best choice. If Savra and Stormshard claimed that the first attack was just the smallest fraction of the horror approaching Jaliss, Fishel had no doubt the city was lost. He just hadn’t expected this to be so darn difficult.

	His charges were so vulnerable out here, huddled against the uncaring slopes of the Icethorns with nothing but tattered lean-tos and hastily gathered supplies to defend them from the weather. Worse, they had him, a humble innkeeper who’d spent his life in the Splits, as a leader for their exodus. He shook his head and sighed. Times were terrible when a situation like this was the best of all options.

	Today, three people had died. They were buried at the foot of the Icethorns now. Death often came early for Provs in the Atal Empire, but these had been on Fishel’s watch. Already sick and starving, the forced march had been too much. The losses were heavy stones in his gut.

	He scanned the vast sprawl of the refugee camp. The sea of tents stretched along the foothills for at least a league. Traveling from one end to the other took more than half an hour on horseback. Even with the help of his lieutenants, the magnitude of the task was ridiculous, and it would only get worse once they were forced to funnel along a narrow mountain road. Many more would surely die before they reached safety. If they reached safety.

	At the far western edge of the encampment, a few of the city’s Atal clustered in a sullen mob. Judging by their disheveled appearances, few had slept during the recent nights. Few had any real means of carrying their possessions, and so they’d stumbled from mansions with silk sheets bundled in their arms and prized Maelstrom-relics perched atop. Some had even emerged with gem-encrusted tableware.

	Now, after two days spent marching, a trail of silver chalices and gleaming candelabras littered the path the refugees had cut through the grasslands. Someday, perhaps long after Atal civilization had passed from the world, someone would come upon their track and wonder what strange thing had happened here.

	As he neared the group, Fishel found that he pitied the unfortunate people. He’d have to search the wagons for better supplies for them. Silk sheets might feel nice on a soft mattress in front of a large hearth, but they did little to pad the hard ground or to keep out the night’s chill. The Atal elite had never been kind to him, but he couldn’t bring himself to scoff. After all, they’d agreed to leave the city when their peers had remained. It had taken trust—and no small amount of clever words from Lyrille—for them to accept his leadership. He would care for them as diligently as he did the Provs.

	“We’ll be moving soon,” he said as a pair of men stepped forward to meet him. The strong family resemblance suggested they were father and son. They wore padded velvet waistcoats with gold buttons, possibly Maelstrom-gold. “It took too long yesterday for each group to cook for themselves, so I’ve organized a few community breakfast pots. I’m afraid the fare is rather humble. Not what you’re accustomed to.”

	The younger man ran his hand through his hair then patted his empty pocket in obvious agitation. He was likely missing his hallifas leaves. The stimulant herb was popular among the Atal, and reportedly quite addictive. No doubt he was regretting leaving it behind. With a slow blink that betrayed his exhaustion, he nodded. “We’re grateful to have something,” he managed, words stumbling off his tongue.

	A measure of tension melted from Fishel’s shoulders. The coming days would be difficult enough without struggling against the Atal refugees.

	Unfortunately, his relief was short lived. The older man stepped forward and sneered down his nose. “My son and I will be making our own way from here. My brother has a manor house in a settlement a day’s ride to the south. We’ll need our share of the supplies—a mule would be appreciated.”

	“First of all,” Fishel said, crossing his arms over his chest, “the road south isn’t passable. Second, you marched with us for two days, accepted the protection of Stormshard’s fighters, and took from our stores to fill your cookpot. I can’t stop you from leaving, but I certainly don’t owe you more than you’ve already been given.”

	The man drew himself up like a storm cloud ready to bluster, and Fishel raised a hand to silence him. “And last, given what we’ve learned about the outlying settlements, your brother is likely dead.”

	The man moved faster than Fishel could have predicted. If not for the occasional need to break up a brawl in his common room, he wouldn’t have had the reflexes to see the blow coming. But his quick dodge left the man’s fist flying through open air. The man stumbled, staggering past Fishel, who looked down in disgust as he fell flat. The innkeeper stopped himself from kicking the fallen man and instead turned his attention to the son. 

	“You understand that your neighbors from the Heights will be dead as soon as the Riftspawn arrive, right? Defeating just a small group of Spawn took half our army. The Heartstone was destroyed. There is no more defense against the coming horde. And if we couldn’t save Jaliss, what hope do you think your uncle’s settlement has?”

	Numbly, the younger man shrugged. His gaze flicked back and forth between his sprawled father and Fishel. When the father pushed up on hands and knees and lunged, Fishel neatly sidestepped. 

	“Your mansions are lost. Jaliss is lost. Right now, nothing about your situation makes you better than these people.” He gestured toward the squalor of the refugee camp. Jaliss Provs were accustomed to living exposed to the elements. Even now, children ran around the small fires their parents had built. Adults were already preparing to march. Though their faces were dirt-smeared and their clothing ragged, the Provs looked no more beleaguered than they had while huddling in the devastated alleys of the capital.

	“I never claimed—”

	“I know you didn’t,” Fishel said, casting a glance at the father who now crouched and glowered at the innkeeper. He then allowed his gaze to pass over the son to take in the remaining huddle of Atal. These were the few who had overcome enough prejudice and arrogance to accept his guidance. “But though you are no better than them, neither are you worse. We are together in this. The Stormshard fighters defending us don’t care if you’re Atal or Prov. All that matters is that you’re human.

	“You and your father can leave. I won’t stop you. But I won’t help you march into your own graves. Please stay.”

	With that, Fishel uncrossed his arms and showed his palms. He remained aware of the father and a potential attack, but after a moment, the older man huffed and dropped to a seat in the grass.

	“The storm-drenched man has a point,” the father said. “We’ll stay for now.”

	Fishel turned his attention to the other Atal. “Please, eat. And if you have extra food or resources to contribute, the group would certainly appreciate it.”

	As Fishel turned to leave, a boy of perhaps nine pushed forward.

	“Sire, I—”

	His words were cut off by a swift grab from his mother. Hand gripping his shoulder, she shoved him back into the crowd.

	“Yes?” Fishel asked despite her actions.

	“It’s nothing. Just a boy’s inquisitiveness,” the mother said, the lie obvious on her face.

	Fishel held her gaze, wondering what she was hiding. Most likely, the family had a store of provisions they didn’t wish to share. But if that was the worst crime the Atal committed during the march, Fishel would still consider the exodus a success.

	“Please be ready to march in an hour.”

	


Chapter Fifteen

	 

	Kostan

	Trapped in a nightmare

	 

	 

	AGAIN, THE BOOMING crack shattered the air, cutting off the shrieks. Agony shot through my bones and mind. In the silent dark that followed, I feared I was losing my sanity. Over and over the sounds came, rising until the final, stone-shattering break. Again and again, endless repetition. Sometimes I glimpsed images. Shadows. The smell of dust. But always, the sounds tore and raked my spirit. Anchorless, I swirled in a doomed cycle.

	Sometimes, awareness broke through. A fleeting taste of the world beyond. When I concentrated, I could remember flashes of… other things. Savra had been near. I’d smelled the sweet freshness of her hair. But I could scarcely hold the memory, and it had been many cycles since I felt the faintest touch of the world outside.

	Again, the moans of the shadows threaded the darkness. This time, I felt a sword in my hand. So heavy. 

	These experiences were real—or rather, they had been real. I knew that. Something had happened. There’d been a voice.

	A wail echoed in the cavern, pulling me back into the whirl of shadow and sound.

	A cavern! I hadn’t recalled that before. Or had I?

	The shadows moved like water, spilling toward me. Screaming. Hating.

	Why couldn’t I control the flow of my memories? Was I this weak?

	No. That couldn’t be. I’d made many mistakes, but I was strong and determined despite it all. Something very wrong forced me through this.

	As the shrieks encircled me, the shadows closing in, I focused on my recent realization. I was in a cavern. The… Heartstone’s cavern?

	Yes! That was it! I’d bonded Heartshard to Heartstone, formed a bridge to summon the city’s defense.

	Parveld? Had he really been there?

	From all sides, the shadows struck. The sword was too heavy. I remembered now. They’d pulled me down, and the cavern had shuddered. Pillars had grated and shifted. And then…

	Oh, storms. The Heartstone…

	The shrieks rose to an unbearable frenzy, higher and faster until the shattering boom split the air, shaking my bones and flinging me toward the darkness. With all my strength, I swam for the light. Tentacles clutched me, dragging me into the choking swirl of memory, but I recognized them now. Parveld held me in this nightmare.

	As I focused on this revelation, the tentacles became things of substance rather than shadow. The phantom sword reappeared in my hand, no longer heavy. Brilliant as a thousand suns.

	I understood my enemy now. With a yell of defiance, I struck at the binding darkness.

	***

	I surfaced with a gasp, out of nightmare and into cool air. My eyelids were gummed together. My body ached. When I rubbed my eyes and finally pried them open, the room spun.

	The room.

	Where was I?

	I tried to sit and fell back. My body was weak as a kitten’s—I’d never felt so helpless. I groped for the bedsheet beneath me, caught a handful of coarse fabric, and squeezed, finally levering my torso upright. The sun from the window stabbed my eyes, and as I leaned forward to rub them again, I toppled off the bed. My elbows cracked the floor.

	Storms.

	With a deep breath, I worked my feet around until I was sitting with my back propped against the bed. Better. Maybe I just needed a moment to gather my energy.

	I was wearing my hardened leather armor. I’d donned it before riding out to Pascar with Savra, and I’d still had it on when I activated the Heartstone. The buckles had been loosened. I grabbed the straps and cinched them tight. 

	At first, I planted hands on the bed and tried to push up. My hips rose a finger’s length before my arms collapsed. I shook my head. No good. Cautiously, I maneuvered myself onto hands and knees and crawled to the door. Once there, I grabbed hold of the doorknob and a nearby windowsill and pulled with every drop of effort I had.

	Somehow, I found myself standing upright, the room once again whirling around me. Gripping tight to my handholds, I clenched my teeth until the spinning stopped.

	I opened the door and was greeted by sunlight streaming into the central grounds of a… Where in the storm’s path was I?

	My first step into the open area set me swaying, and the door escaped my grip. It swung hard and smacked the outer wall of the building. Nearby, a soldier turned, saw me, and gasped.

	“I need some answers right now,” I said to him, amazed my voice didn’t fail. The man ran as if chased by a hive of angry bees.

	I kept my knees locked out of fear they’d collapse. The stone wall of the building propped up my shoulder. For once, I was glad for the uncomfortable rigidity of my armor as it conveyed the wall’s unyielding support to the rest of my torso. 

	The bedchamber was part of a stone barracks inside some sort of fort. The outer wall stood around the height of three men. Head woozy, I glanced over the top of it and saw forested slopes with bands of cliffs that sectioned them like a layer cake. Definitely not Jaliss.

	A rush of anger heated my face.

	“I’m losing patience,” I called. Not only that, but I was losing the strength to stand.

	“I’m here, your eminence.” The Prime Protector jogged up, armor clinking. “The others were already gathered in the gatehouse. Are you strong enough to walk?”

	As if summoned by her words, a headache began to throb behind my eyes. I worried I would lose my balance. But until I understood what these people had done, I would not let them see weakness.

	“I’m fine. Though among the many clarifications I expect to receive, I will need an explanation for why I was dosed with evenshade.” I recognized the faint bitterness of the sedative on the back of my tongue.

	The Prime met my gaze. “You’ll have your answers, your eminence. Please, come with me.”

	Each step demanded my utmost concentration. I felt that if I overbalanced in the slightest, I’d fall flat my face. Once I recognized the Prime’s destination, I kept my gaze firmly planted on a point just over the gatehouse door. Face set, I hoped my pace suggested an effort to contain the anger that pulsed in my veins, not the weakness that hollowed my limbs.

	Soldiers cast furtive glances as I passed. Those sentries posted on the wall pretended to turn and scan the surrounding ridges, but it was clear they wished to mark my progress. What had they seen of me in the hours—days?—before we arrived here? My memories were fragmented, snatches of conversation returning when I least expected. I recalled that I’d tried to move many times during our journey and that I’d been unable to lift even a finger. Did the watching sentries see me as weak and infirm now? Did they suspect I wasn’t suitable for the throne?

	The door opened with a squeak under the Prime’s nudge. She stepped back and gestured for me to enter. A slight step up separated the gatehouse floor from the trampled earth of the grounds. I eyed the lip and summoned all my concentration to keep from catching a toe on the rise. It nearly defeated me, but I managed to clear the step by laying a hand on the door jamb for balance. I covered the motion by pausing and glaring into the dimness of the interior.

	“I am not pleased,” I said as I prepared to clench my thigh, straightening my leg to bring the other foot up to level.

	A chair squealed over floorboards. As my eyes adjusted, I spotted Sirez rising to her feet. She pushed her chair out farther and offered it to me, shortening the distance I needed to cross. At this point, I could ill afford to take any advantage, and I inhaled deeply before making the last, excruciating steps to the chair.

	My knees gave out when I’d lowered my weight just halfway to the seat, but I slapped the table with the flat of my palm to make it appear as if my quick motion was made in anger. Beside me, a Sharder jumped at the noise. Good. I was furious, and these people needed to know it.

	The door shut with a heavy click, locking us in with the stuffy scent of old wood and stone mortar. Jaw clenched, I ran my eyes over the table as the Prime stalked around the edge of the room to take a seat opposite me. Sirez slid in beside Falla and a few more Sharders I didn’t recognize. At the far end of the table, Vaness sat with two protector lieutenants.

	My heart, already slamming against my ribs with the effort of my walk, sped as my chest tightened.

	“Where’s Savra?” I asked, my anger fading in the face of sudden worry. Something had gone wrong with my defense of the city—I knew that much. I’d failed, and if Savra had been lost because of it—

	“She’s here. Somewhere,” Sirez said, cutting off my thoughts before they could whirl out of control. “She was by your bedside until dawn—I’m not sure how she managed to stay awake. I made sure she ate then left her alone with her thoughts. Meageld’s looking for her now. I’m sure she’d rather explain herself directly.”

	Explain herself? The woman’s words tumbled through my mind, jarring the anger loose yet again. Whatever had happened, surely it wasn’t Savra’s fault. I fixed Sirez with a flat stare. “Where are we?”

	The Prime Protector raised a hand. “If I may, your eminence?”

	“I don’t care who does the explaining as long as I have the story.”

	Though some of the others shrank from my growled words, the Prime remained straight-backed, her eyes on mine. I supposed she’d had much worse treatment from Emperor Tovmeil’s regime.

	“We will explain what we can, but some of the tale is yours to tell, your eminence. For instance, we don’t understand why the Heartstone failed. Shortly after the first Riftspawn started to flee, Savra raised an alarm. She said there was a trap and yelled for a retreat. It was difficult to believe her until you collapsed and the Heartstone shattered.”

	Shattered. An echo of the bone-shaking snap rose in my mind.

	I kept my face expressionless. “And then?”

	“We did as Savra suggested, your eminence. Her information agreed with rumors received by Stormshard. Legions of Spawn are marching on Jaliss. We had no hope of fighting them on the open grassland with no defenses to speak of and no shelter for the population. We gave the order to evacuate the city.”

	I fell back as if struck. The Heartstone ruined and Jaliss abandoned? My thoughts flashed to the Provs living in the ruins of Lowtown and the squalor of the Splits. She’d mentioned an evacuation, but the only people I’d seen on my walk from my bedchamber to the gatehouse were soldiers.

	“Tell me you didn’t leave the population to die,” I said, my voice low.

	“The word went out to every street in the capital, your eminence.” The Prime gestured toward the end of the table where her lieutenants sat. “These two helped your innkeeper friend organize the call, and they escorted the refugees until they made their first camp.”

	One of the protectors nodded. “We oversaw the defenses, making sure a perimeter was set, and the guard rotation was established. Most of the Stormshard forces remained with the population.”

	“The situation—it’s not what we would hope,” the Prime continued. “People were given just hours to gather what they thought they needed. We filled wagons with extra provisions but—”

	“Where are they now? The main group? And where in the storm-blasted wastes are we?”

	“This is Westpass Garrison, your eminence. The refugees are around a day’s march from the shortcut we took into the mountains. I recommend we consider bringing them through Westpass Cut, though. It’s easier to defend.”

	It was so much to take in. I shook my head, aghast at the thought of every citizen of Jaliss either left behind or marching with only what they could carry. How could we possibly come back from this? We’d scarcely begun to regroup from Steelhold’s destruction, fortifying while we considered our plans to combat the Hunger. I’d hoped to spend the coming days learning how to bolster the failing seal. I’d even imagined the newer, stronger Empire we’d build after banishing the Hunger’s influence. But now?

	“What of the other towns?”

	The Prime shook her head. “A few Sharders carried messages outward from Jaliss. It’s a thin hope, but we’ve instructed the settlements in the Spawns’ path to evacuate and march for the mountains, entering at Westpass.”

	I searched for my anger, wishing to bring it to bear on the situation, but found only shock and bewilderment. “I’m still trying to understand. Our people are refugees, yet we apparently rode ahead, leaving them exposed on the grasslands…”

	“It was a subject of much debate. You were infirm, your eminence. The healers and Savra feared for your life. We reluctantly split from the main group to get you to safety. Though our forward position does help our cause. We can prepare a temporary encampment and assess our next steps.”

	My fist came down on the table. “You mean, we can search out the best routes for our cowardly flight? What do we accomplish by running?” Finally, I’d discovered where my frustration had hidden.

	“Kostan,” Sirez said, prompting a few shocked gasps at her use of my given name. I glared but held my tongue. “You may not wish to hear this, but Jaliss was already lost. The forces marching on the capital represent such a tremendous threat that it’s nearly unthinkable.”

	Silence held for a moment while she spun her dagger on the table, eyes locked on mine. “But you have Stormshard among your allies now. We have decades of experience in facing a foe many times our strength, and the first lesson we learned was that we couldn’t meet the Empire head on. For a hundred years, we hid, striking at the edges of the Empire’s power. While it’s true that our victories were small, they were victories all the same. And perhaps more importantly, we survived.”

	My clenched fist slipped beneath the table. The effort of squeezing only drained more life from my body, so I let my hand fall limp. “We’re not talking about a scattered renegade band. You were able to hide from the Empire and strike at our flanks because you were so few. How would you suggest I tuck away the population of Jaliss?” I sighed. “And for the rest of you, feel free to call me Kostan, too. I hope you won’t take the liberty in public, but at this point, I won’t pretend to rule over a vast Empire. You may resume calling me, ‘your eminence’ when my remaining subjects are no longer homeless with no promise of shelter ahead.”

	“The promise of shelter is something we may be able to address,” the Prime said. “We chose the mountains for a reason, your—Kostan. The terrain allows for a strong defense, and there are…” She trailed off, looking to Sirez.

	“Stormshard is aware of quite a few locations which might serve as strongholds. Our mountain Shards have long used ancient fortresses as—”

	The door swung open, admitting a beam of brilliant sunlight. Sirez turned an annoyed look to the newcomer, but her expression quickly softened. “Good. They found you.”

	A surge of warmth filled me when Savra stepped out of the glare. But when her gaze landed on mine, an expression of sadness fell over it. I understood immediately. She was afraid I’d be angry with her for the decisions she’d made in Jaliss. I planted my hands on the table and forced strength into my limbs. Even if I collapsed, she needed to know I understood why she’d done it.

	She hurried forward and laid a hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Kostan.”

	“There’s nothing to forgive. You did what you felt was necessary.”

	“But it won’t be enough, will it?”

	I swallowed. “I just don’t know, Savra.”

	


Chapter Sixteen

	 

	Savra

	Westpass Garrison

	 

	 

	IN THE AFTERNOON after Kostan woke, Sirez and Vaness tasked the garrison soldiers with preparations for the refugees’ arrival. Men and women hacked at the forest, felling trees to make room for tents. Up the road from the post, protectors started digging away landslide rubble that blocked the track. A pair of men with arms like pillars pried at some of the smaller boulders with polearms to lever them off the road.

	The Prime Protector watched over Kostan like a nursery maid, forcing him to eat enough porridge for three men before escorting him back to his bedchamber. Though it no longer swirled in endless cycles, his aura was still watery. He needed to rest to recover. I stayed out of the Prime’s way, recognizing that she was far better than me at scolding him. Though I wasn’t much help compared to the soldiers who’d been raised in the logging camps of Guralan Province, I slipped from the garrison and joined the crew clearing timber. As a woman expertly stripped the limbs from fallen trees, she tossed me the branches which I dragged to a pile along the northern wall of the fort.

	By dusk, a flattened area of about a hundred paces square had been cleared along the stream that paralleled the road. It had been three days since I’d slept well—I’d spent the previous night kneeling by Kostan’s bedside, head pillowed in the crook of my elbow. Just moving felt like I was trying to swim through icy water in a heavy cloak. I grabbed a hunk of bread from the supply cart and swallowed the small meal as I slipped into Kostan’s room.

	An oil lamp burned low on a small table. I fetched my bedroll from the corner and laid it out beside Kostan’s cot. Last night, I hadn’t noticed any of the room’s details. Now, judging by the map nailed to the wall and the empty weapon and armor racks, I realized this must be the garrison commander’s room.

	Before lying down, I watched Kostan sleep. He was dreaming, and a small wrinkle kept forming between his eyebrows. No doubt our situation tore at him even in his sleep. At least he’d cast off whatever ailment had struck him. With him leading our efforts, I was optimistic we’d find a way forward.

	I settled into my bedroll, intent on practicing my aura manipulation. I’d accidentally left the black-iron rod behind and hoped I could discover how to pass the veil without it since I still believed I could find answers in the halls of the dead. With a deep breath, I focused on my aura-sight. Unfortunately, the moment I closed my eyes, sleep took me away.

	I’d been awake for just a few minutes when Kostan yawned and swung his legs over the edge of his bed. His strength seemed to be returning, though his hands still trembled as he fought to buckle on his armor. Soon enough, we stepped outside into the chill light of morning.

	“Do you know what happened to you?” I asked as we shuffled to the kitchen.

	He ran his teeth across his lower lip. “I think so.”

	“And?”

	“I have a feeling I’ll hear that question a lot today.”

	I smirked. “You don’t want to have to repeat yourself twenty times over. Got it.” Threading my hand into the crook of his elbow, I squeezed.

	We sat on a pair of empty casks and ate the wedges of cheese the cook shoved into our hands as soon as we crossed into her territory. Kostan seemed lost in thought, mostly likely worrying about the days ahead.

	“How long before the Riftspawn catch us?” he asked.

	Footsteps crunched as someone approached from behind a rack hung with strips of smoked venison. “It depends on how the aurums fare,” the Prime said as she stepped into sight. “Best case, I figure we have a bit more than tenday before the Spawn arrive. Of course, the aurums may be more effective than we hope. The Spawn may decide to linger in Jaliss. In any case, we don’t want to remain here any longer than necessary. We need to get somewhere with defenses…” She cocked her head. This is more information than you were asking for right now, isn’t it?”

	Kostan scrubbed his hands over his face. “I did just wake up. But I need to know all of it.”

	The Prime scanned the perimeter of the garrison. “We’d hoped to convene midmorning, with your agreement.”

	Kostan nodded. “I’ll be ready.”

	“I have other news, your eminence. The first of the refugees arrived along the shortcut from the flats. Your friend Fishel has more wits than he admits. He gathered the fastest of his charges and sent them ahead with a small guard contingent to help us prepare for the bulk of the population.”

	“Good. I’ll greet them while I wake up,” Kostan said.

	“After you eat a solid breakfast, you mean.”

	“You know, I was taken from my mother when I was too young to remember,” he said fondly. “But I suspect you do a reasonable impression.”

	The Prime’s face darkened in embarrassment.

	Kostan jumped up, eyes wide. “I’m only teasing. I’m beyond grateful for your help in the past days.”

	The woman didn’t respond. She clasped her hands together before bowing awkwardly and scurrying off.

	“I didn’t mean to offend her,” Kostan said. “I’ve come to think of her as a friend. Maybe I got too comfortable.”

	“Give her a little time. I think that she’ll realize that.”

	***

	Around one hundred Provs had arrived from Fishel’s group. Though Kostan had hoped to speak with them, by the time we stepped outside the garrison, they’d already been absorbed into the work crews. They limped doggedly about their tasks, favoring blistered feet and aching joints. 

	“If these were the fittest among them, I worry for the others,” Kostan said in a low voice.

	A garrison soldier who happened to be walking by overheard and shook his head. “Indeed, your eminence. They say that the wagons on the grassland are overfull with people who can no longer walk.” The man paused and swallowed. “Many were weak before the march began. Some have succumbed.”

	“They died?”

	He nodded grimly. “Fishel has reserved a cart for the dead and a time for burials each evening.”

	Storms. I shook my head. With all the fighting we’d faced lately, I’d thought I’d become hardened to news of death.

	“Thank you, soldier,”  Kostan said, dismissing the man. The soldier nodded and hurried off.

	Kostan stared at the small mound of gear the newcomers had deposited in the area of cleared timber.

	“We should prepare an infirmary,” I said.

	His gaze was unfocused. “I don’t know how we’ll do it, Savra. How will we move the population of Jaliss through these mountains if they’re already dying on the grasslands? We don’t even have a destination. Ten days before the Spawn reach the garrison… It seems like a lot, but I don’t see how we’ll manage to reach safety before then.”

	“Don’t give up hope. Sirez had her face stuck in a map the whole journey here.”

	“And what if the Prime is wrong about the time? Yesterday, she told me we have scouts moving back and forth between the garrison and refugee train, but is anyone watching Jaliss?” Frustration over the uncertainty bled into his voice. I slipped an arm around his waist. Even with the leather armor stiffening his torso, I noticed the weight he’d lost in the last days. 

	I could only imagine how powerless he felt as ruler of a refugee people. We had no home and no safe haven. By retreating, we’d all but abandoned the provinces and the smaller settlements in the grasslands. And what did we gain by running? A few more months of survival if we were lucky?

	Parveld had believed I would help our people through this. But the ability to take control of a handful of Riftspawn wouldn’t save us from an army of thousands, and I hadn’t been successful at prying answers from the dead.

	Spirit walking held promise. If I could travel my aura across the Empire, maybe I find a defensible spot to move Jaliss’ population. I could scout the location of the Spawn army. I could even find Parveld. If he actually was behind the Riftspawns’ march, maybe I could defeat or cripple their forces by hunting and killing him.

	Maybe I could find my family.

	“I’m going to practice my spiritism until we meet to discuss plans,” I said.

	As if dragged forcibly from his thoughts, Kostan nodded before leaning down to kiss me. “See you soon,” he said.

	***

	I focused on my aura-sight, casting my perception wide. I needed an anchor—a vessel—to pull my awareness forward, and I wanted someone distant enough to challenge my abilities, but not so far that I’d get myself into trouble.

	To reach Westpass Garrison, we’d followed a snaking shortcut scarcely wide enough for Kostan’s mule-drawn cart. Fishel’s advanced group of refugees had taken the same path. Now, a handful of Stormsharders hid at intervals along the route, keeping watch for enemies and preparing to guide other small groups who needed it. 

	I shifted my seat on the boulder and cast my awareness down the side track. Sunlight was creeping into the valley, a golden line sinking through the trees. The aura of the nearest Sharder sentry was a faint blotch of alertness in the still of the morning. I focused harder on her spirit, willing my focus toward her while keeping tendril of perception wrapping my body. At first, nothing happened. But when I imagined my aura moving to join her, everything shifted.

	At once, I was perched beside—inside?—the woman, tucked into the pine-smelling shadows of a low-boughed evergreen. A squirrel chattered in the branches overhead.

	Savra, Lilik said, her voice coming as if through a distant tunnel. Tension ran through her words like a guy wire. Go slow. Keep your perception split so you don’t lose awareness of your body.

	I heard her and was about to send reassurance when movement farther down the trail grabbed my attention. A small group of armed men advanced up the track. The Sharder woman snapped upright. She moved into a crouch and laid a hand on the crossbow which rested on a patch of moss beside her. Her aura went rigid with concern, nearly ejecting me from our gentle contact.

	“Did you see that?” one of the approaching men asked. “Movement above the trail.” 

	The woman froze as the men’s hands fell on weapons.

	Storms. These weren’t friends; if they were, they would have expected the Sharder sentry. The men must have come out of the woods somewhere nearby. A few weeks ago, I would have suspected they were Stormshard renegades with a nearby hideout. But I guessed these were outlaws with less noble goals.

	“I don’t see anything,” someone else said.

	Ever so slowly, the Sharder raised her crossbow. The weapon was cocked, a bolt loaded. She sucked in a breath as the group advanced, eyes scanning the surroundings.

	“Might have been an animal,” the first man said. “Brun, head up there and flush it out. Could make us a nice dinner.”

	The woman needed help. Fast. Panicked, I threw my awareness down-trail toward the next auras. A pair of sentries sat together, speaking in low tones. As I anchored my spirit to one, I forced a dagger of aura into each of their minds.

	This is Savra. There are bandits up the trail. The sentry there needs your help.

	I stayed long enough to feel them stiffen before tumbling even farther down the trail, reaching for the next nearest Sharder.

	SAVRA! Lilik yelled, her voice distant. Stop!

	She dragged at me, piercing my spirit with hundreds of needle-like claws. I shrieked and fought before understanding. I could scarcely sense my body. My heartbeat was a distant thud, my pulse a strange washing of liquid through foreign tunnels. Despite her warnings, I’d been too careless. Catching hold of her barbed hooks, I stretched toward the woman’s pull. Relief flooded our bond, nearly sweeping me free of her grasp. I bore down and began following the tendrils back.

	My awareness slid along the trail, and I glimpsed the Sharder woman just as she fired her crossbow. The bolt took the man in the neck. He slapped at it as blood spurted. Spinning on the slope above the trail, he toppled.

	My aura sped past as the remaining bandits shouted. In the trees above them, the woman was a blaze of cold concentration. Her hand was steady as she slipped another bolt onto her weapon.

	Like a stone flung from a sling, I retreated so fast that I feared I’d overwhelm my body as my spirit slammed home. I couldn’t forget Falla’s insistence that I’d nearly died when my control of another’s soul had been suddenly severed, flinging tendrils of my aura back into my body.

	Slow, I squeaked across my link with Lilik. I imagined spreading my spirit wide to resist the pull, digging in mental heels against her dragging force. As I flew toward the garrison, I steeled myself for the impact.

	I whizzed over Kostan. He was headed for the gatehouse. His spirit was so strong, so blazing, that I could scarcely see the other auras filling the small fort. Yet there was something else… I hadn’t been fully immersed in my aura-sight since he’d awakened, and so I hadn’t examined his aura with my focused attention. Something was still off about the shape of it as if he carried someone on his back.

	I nearly forgot my imminent collision and stared, baffled, as the shape shifted, a shadow detaching from his form. I lost sight of him as my aura whipped in a wide arc, rushing away from the garrison and up the hill toward my body. 

	As I shuddered, ready for the soul-shaking impact of slamming into my flesh, all motion ceased. Or rather, my motion ceased. My perception was locked on the scree slope below, and I couldn’t look away. My aura had crystallized. 

	No! Paono, don’t! As if echoed through a glacial cavern, Lilik’s voice bounced around my mind, fracturing and falling back over itself. Remember Devonii.

	Lilik. I’m glad for the chance to hear you. Parveld’s voice pressed on me from all sides, cutting into my soul, shredding my awareness. I tried to scream, but no sound came. We were so wrong. I wish I could show you what I’ve learned. But I don’t think that will be possible until this is over. 

	Please don’t do it, Lilik begged.

	Do what? What were they talking about? Frantic, I tried to shatter my paralysis. But every splinter of my awareness remained locked.

	I’m sorry I can’t make you understand yet, my dear friend. The Bracer’s visions are clear. The only path to my defeat is walked by Savra and Kostan both. If one cannot work against me, the other’s effort is doomed. I had the young Emperor in my grasp, but he was stronger than I imagined. So I must revise my plan.

	I watched you suffer over Devonii. You must remember. Somewhere, Paono still exists.

	Oh, I remember the anguish I felt, but I was ignorant. We all were. Now I know better. And soon, so will you.

	The pain came from all sides at once, ten thousand razors slicing into my aura-made-flesh. And then it was over. I was numb. No smell, no scent, no sensation, until finally, awareness bloomed.

	I hung over the garrison, bodiless. The mountain breeze blew through me, and though I sensed the chill, it didn’t bother me. Footsteps crunched over the inner yard of the garrison as people converged on Kostan. The Emperor stood tall as the first kiss of sunlight sparked fire on the garrison’s outer walls.

	Lilik? I said.

	She can’t hear you, Parveld said, his voice no longer cutting, but rather entering my thoughts as it once had.

	What happened?

	Don’t fear. This is only temporary. Soon you will understand. But I can’t stay, dear Savra. Your Emperor has dealt me a firm blow. Remaining now steals from my strength like the cold ground draws heat from a sleeping body. 

	I felt tossed in a storm, but stilled my thoughts and focused on my awareness of the man. Fight it, Parveld. Please! Remember how you asked me to hunt you. You knew the Hunger would corrupt you.

	Shh. Be peaceful, and this will be finished very soon.

	As his voice retreated, I tried to turn to follow it. My view of the mountains shifted. I waited for sudden vertigo from the motion, but none came, just as I had no sense of arms or legs or the faint heaviness of breakfast in my belly. Terrified all over again, I flung out tendrils of my awareness, seeking my connection to my body. Even when I’d been absorbed in my aura-sight, my flesh had always lingered in the corners of my mind. But now, there was only emptiness.

	Lilik’s words echoed in my memory. You will become nothing. A drifting spirit.

	Ever so slowly, I spun my viewpoint to face the slope I’d climbed after leaving Kostan to practice. My footprints were still there, damp indentations in the loose soil beneath the boulder.

	I didn’t want to look, but I knew I must. As my gaze traveled up the boulder, a faint rustling sound broke the morning.

	Atop the sun-drenched stone, my body crumpled.

	Lifeless.
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	SIREZ YAWNED AS she entered the gatehouse. She chose a chair across from me, dropped to a seat and pulled a rolled parchment from her satchel. As she unrolled the map, I couldn’t help smiling when I remembered Savra’s description of Sirez with her face all but stuck to the paper.

	“What?” she asked, eyes piercing.

	“Nothing. It was just something Savra said.”

	The Shard leader glared at me suspiciously as she sucked her teeth. Around the table, most of the seats were already taken. My informal council looked weary but determined. I hoped I projected the same sort of strength.

	“Where is Savra?” she asked.

	I gestured vaguely toward the door. “She wanted to practice something related to spiritism. I’m sure she’ll be here soon.”

	As if prompted by my words, the door swung open, and Savra stepped into the relative darkness of the room. Her eyes immediately found mine. “I’m so sorry, Kostan.”

	I shook my head. “It’s okay. We haven’t even started yet.”

	Her gaze fell away. “It’s not that. I’m sorry for something much more difficult to accept. You see… I am not Savra.”

	I blinked, utterly confused, and looked to the others for an explanation. They seemed just as bewildered by her words. Even the Prime’s face was clouded by lack of understanding.

	I swayed in my chair as I turned back to her. “I don’t—”

	“I’ve watched most of you for quite some time,” Savra said as she ran her eyes over the gathering. “But few of you were aware of it. Allow me to make a formal introduction. My name is Lilik Boket, and this is the first time I’ve felt fresh air on my skin in almost two hundred years.”

	Everyone in the room turned to stone. This had to be a trick. But no… I couldn’t imagine Savra doing something like this.

	“Where is she? Where’s Savra?” My voice trembled despite the strength I tried to put into it.

	The Prime Protector’s brow furrowed. “You’re familiar with this… Lilik?” she asked.

	I ran my hand through my hair. “I—yes. Well. Sort of. I’ll explain later.”

	One of the Sharders slid a chair behind Savra. Lilik. Whoever it was. She cleared her throat then sat, laying a hand on my forearm. “I don’t know where Savra is now. She was spirit walking when Parveld somehow found her and severed her spirit from her body.”

	The wind left my lungs. I pressed palms on the table to keep from falling. “Then she’s… Is she dead?” Clenching my jaw, I waited for the blow.

	“Not as you would envision it. She hasn’t passed through the veil. Listen, Kostan, I know very little of this, but I’ve seen a similar thing once before.”

	I felt the desperation in my voice as I turned to her. “And?”

	“Long ago, Parveld had a student. Her name was Devonii. She became lost from her body.” Savra’s—Lilik’s lips twisted in consternation. “Perhaps this isn’t the most encouraging tale.”

	I leaned forward, pressing the heels of my hands against my forehead. “She’s not dead, but she’s not here, either?”

	“I wish I had a better answer for you,” Lilik said.

	“Perhaps you could clarify something else then,” the Prime Protector said. “You said Parveld did this? The wine merchant is an ally, is he not? A powerful friend.”

	I shook my head. “The corruption took him. He sacrificed much to save us from the Riftspawn, but it cost him his sanity.”

	“You didn’t mention this before.” The Prime kept the judgment out of her voice. A good thing, because anger had crept in over my shock. I didn’t want to lose control of myself.

	“We—Savra and I—hoped he’d avoided the Hunger’s grasp. We were wrong. Unfortunately. It seems Parveld is behind the Spawn army. He destroyed the Heartstone and kept me locked in a nightmare…” I scrubbed my face then sat up straight to face my allies. “He’s a monster with powers we scarcely understand. And now…” I swallowed, looking to the woman I’d come to cherish. Only she wasn’t there anymore. 

	Lilik spoke quietly. “Devonii’s story didn’t end well. I’m sorry to tell you that, Kostan. But I have more hope for Savra. In Devonii’s case, no spirit was able to give life to her form. It took a long time, but eventually, her body died. I’m here to keep Savra’s alive. She is clever and may find a way to fix this.”

	I fought back the sting in my eyes and nodded.

	Metal rubbed over wood, a light singing sound, as Sirez spun a dagger on the tabletop. “One more question, Lilik. How is it that you… took over her? Pardon my lack of trust, but how do we know you didn’t…” She circled her finger in the air. “How do we know you didn’t force her out?”

	My throat caught. Why had I accepted the story so quickly? Savra had complained about Lilik’s strange behavior many times in the past days.

	Lilik inclined her head. “A good question. It’s complicated, and I’m not sure how to ease your concern.”

	“Try.” My voice was flat. “Savra was worried about how you were acting toward her.”

	“I know.” Lilik’s eyes fell. “I was struggling with Parveld’s corruption. But Savra and I had reconciled... She hadn’t had a chance to tell you yet.”

	Sirez picked up her dagger and balanced it on her finger. “So you say…”

	Lilik’s hands were clutched in her lap. Her toes tapped the floor while she worked over her words. 

	“I believe her,” Falla said abruptly. “The details of their connection aren’t mine to tell. But I will say that Savra trusted this woman. And…” She cocked her head. “I don’t sense that Lilik is lying.”

	As the Sharder spoke, Lilik chewed her lower lip. My heart felt hollow. Savra never did that.

	“Savra and I shared a connection called a shadowbond,” Lilik said. “I didn’t expect our bond to grow so fast or so strong, but please believe me. I waited centuries to help her. I would never wish to hurt her. I’m grateful that I could animate her body and keep it alive, but only because I hope she can enter it again. Even if I didn’t care for her—which I do—I know we need her to defeat the Hunger.”

	Around the table, people shifted at her use of the term. Some may never have heard it. We’d been so focused on recovering from the attacks on Jaliss that we hadn’t had time to discuss the greater threat.

	I searched Lilik’s face. Her words had sounded sincere. And her explanation made sense.

	Sirez sucked her teeth and stared Lilik up and down. “Okay, fair enough,” she said finally.

	“Will you know if Savra is… Trying to find her way back?” My throat tightened around my voice.

	A knock at the door broke the silence as Lilik considered her words. The door swung wide, and a woman stumbled through. Her leather garb and the crossbow at her hip marked her as a Stormshard fighter.

	“A group of outlaws came up the side track,” the woman said as she pushed sweat-damp hair off her forehead. A fresh cut on her cheek leaked blood. “There were six. We killed four and took two prisoner, but—” She swallowed. “We lost one. Deran.”

	I clenched my fists, the rush of frustration so intense I could scarcely contain it.

	Sirez stabbed the point of her dagger into the tabletop. “Rotten storms,” she cursed. 

	“I’ll send more protectors,” the Prime said.

	“No,” Sirez argued. “You already said it. That track’s too hard to defend—we’re bringing the refugees up Westpass anyway. Better to double the guard at the shortcut’s exit and abandon the rest. But—” Her eyes skimmed the gathering. “We need to get organized. It’s more than two hours past dawn, and we’ve yet to make a single decision. The bulk of the refugees will start arriving tomorrow. How are we going to handle them?”

	I took a deep breath. As raw as Savra’s loss made me feel, I was still the Emperor of Atal. My people needed me. As if stacking the blocks of my spine one atop the other, I straightened. Cramming my emotions into a knot of rage, I encased them with a hard shell of duty. I stared at my advisers one after the other. “The problems run much deeper than how to welcome the refugees. Before we leave this room, I need to know exactly how we’ll proceed. Simply fleeing gains us nothing. Where and how do we stand and fight? We must find a way to strike back at the Riftspawn. More, we must find a way to put them on the defensive.”

	Resolve bled into my allies faces. As if bolstered by having a task to consume their energy, the leaders sat straighter.

	Sirez turned her attention to the Sharder sentry. “Put the prisoners to questioning—my guess is they’re simple outlaws, but we should make sure. And please send runners to have our sentries repositioned along the Cut. We’ll send a rider to Fishel inform him we’re abandoning the side track.”

	With a nod, the Sharder slipped out the door and shut it behind her. From beneath the table, Sirez produced rounded stones and placed them on the corners of the map to hold it flat. “The Icethorns are full of ruins from a long-gone people. Stormshard has worked on mapping the citadels we’ve found. The fortifications don’t compare to Steelhold, but with proper effort, I believe we could create an area that would protect a large population. I suggest we send scouts to these three first.”

	I listened as she described the state of the ancient fortifications at each, as well as the lay of the terrain and possibility for hunting and foraging. “Good,” I said. “Vaness, can you work with Sirez to figure out how long our supplies will last? We should consider the settlements along our path as potential sources of food stores and weaponry. Offset that potential with the number of citizens we’ll add to our population at each stop.”

	Vaness nodded and switched seats with one of the protectors.

	The Prime stood and moved to the end of the table where her lieutenants and a pair of Sharders conferred over the potential safeholds. “We’ll organize a plan for defending the march routes and destinations, your eminence.”

	Once the hum of focused conversation filled the room, I leaned toward Lilik. “Does your shadowbond let you feel her at all?”

	With a sorrowful twist of her mouth, Lilik shook her head. “But I’ll keep trying.”

	I ignored the pang of disappointment, shoving it down with the rest of my feelings. “What about the spiritists? Can you sense Savra, Falla?” I gestured to catch the woman’s attention.

	The Sharder shook her head. “I’ve been searching Lilik’s mind since she walked in the door. There’s no trace of Savra.”

	“I believe you’d need an Essence spiritist,” Lilik said. “Savra’s not dead, but she can’t be sensed by the Body or Mind domain.”

	Why hadn’t she mentioned that in the first place? “Well?” I asked, looking expectantly at Falla. “Who has Essence magic?”

	Falla sighed. “Your predecessors hunted spiritists mercilessly, you know. Most of those who survived didn’t wish to remain in the Empire.”

	“So where did they go? The Aniselan ports?”

	Falla glanced nervously at Sirez who was busy pointing at the map with the tip of her dagger.

	Without looking up, Sirez shrugged. “Go ahead and tell him. Kostan means them no harm, and at this point, he couldn’t hurt them anyway. The roads are ruined… it would take weeks to reach the dunes. And that’s assuming no Riftspawn interfere.”

	“Most spiritists live as nomads in the western steppes.” Falla pointed to a spot off the table near the bottom left of the map. “They stick to the edge of the Sandsea and melt away into the dunes if the protectors get near. But hardly anyone travels that far. I was already part of Stormshard when I discovered my talent, and they helped me make the journey to find a teacher.”

	“So you’re saying the only Essence spiritists you know are five hundred leagues away?”

	“Unfortunately, yes,” Falla said with a shrug.

	Storms. I slumped back in my chair and my head cracked the backrest. Wincing, I dragged my gaze back to the map.

	“There,” I said, pointing to a tributary valley upriver from our location. “Scout this one first if we don’t have the resources to investigate them all.” A few boxes and jagged marks were drawn over the thinner line of the stream. The location was both the closest, and—judging by the scribbles—the spot with the most ruins which could serve as the foundation of our defense.

	


Chapter Eighteen

	 

	Savra

	Floating bodiless

	 

	 

	GRABBING MY FOCUS in a stranglehold, I forced it back to the map. I needed to stay abreast of this discussion, but it was so much harder without a body to anchor me.

	But why stay focused? I thought aloud. What good will it do for me to know their plans? What help can I possibly offer?

	Once again, I tried to shove my way into my body. Lilik’s spirit was like a suit of seamless iron. She filled my flesh, an impenetrable shell just beneath the surface of my skin.

	Until she’d spoken after entering the room, I hadn’t known how or why my body had risen from the boulder. The shock of it still gripped me, clutching my spirit in cold talons. My body had clambered unsteadily from the boulder and descended the scree slope on legs stiff as stilts. Frantic, I’d tried again and again to dive back into myself. It was no use.

	In my new form, my aura-sight had joined with my physical perception. Below me, Kostan listened to the deliberations. His aura was hard, a thick glass shell surrounding a compact core of rage, bewilderment, and grief.  I wanted so desperately to reassure him.

	I’m still here, I yelled yet again. Kostan? Lilik?

	But it was no use. They couldn’t hear me. I’d been screaming and throwing myself against them since Lilik had entered the room.

	One last time, I formed a tendril of aura and reached for Kostan. But unlike the slick wall that kept me out of my flesh, Kostan was as ethereal to me as I was to him. I grabbed for him and caught nothing but emptiness.

	A twinge of suspicion pinched my soul. What if Lilik was the reason I couldn’t slip back into my flesh? Hadn’t she recently confessed that Parveld’s corruption meant she was trapped in the bracelet forever? My vacant body would present a temptation to anyone in that situation.

	No. That was just paranoia. Falla had used her Mind sensing. She believed Lilik. And Lilik’s words had made sense. She’d waited for centuries to help me. No matter the circumstances, she wouldn’t betray everything for which she and Raav had sacrificed so much. It made no sense.

	At once, I felt so completely alone that I couldn’t bear to listen to the discussions. With a gentle shift of my awareness, I slid out of the gatehouse and over the grounds. Outside the wall, a few Sharders were eating a late breakfast on the banks of the stream that paralleled the road. One threw rocks as he chewed, absently watching the splashes.

	Despite the looming threat, the renegades still found enjoyment in relaxing by a stream. Everything was so ordinary for them. I doubted any of them stopped to think about how the cool morning air felt on their skin. How smooth a river-tumbled stone felt in their palm. They didn’t appreciate the damp of moss soaking through their trousers.

	Closing my awareness to them, I whirled and fled. Up the hill to the boulder where I’d lost my body. I curled around myself and mourned.

	***

	Around midday, the leaders emerged from their council in the gatehouse. Kostan’s strength continued to return; he walked with an easy gait to the barracks and spoke to the guardsmen there. Afterward, he visited the makeshift kitchen, an extension of the smaller room where a single cook had kept the handful of garrison soldiers fed.

	I moved closer, holding tight to the shield I’d built around my heart after spilling my grief. As I hovered nearby, I inspected his aura for signs of weakness. But, like his body, his spirit seemed to grow stronger by the hour. The shadow that had clung to it was gone… The more I considered this, the more certain I was that Parveld had somehow latched hold of Kostan. But he’d released his grasp to sever my connection to my body, and in the process, he’d lost his anchor in the garrison. We were free of him, for now.

	Kostan spooned porridge into his mouth in an absent, repetitive motion like a farmer threshing the grain. It was a mechanical act, work that needed to be accomplished. Like me, he recognized that we couldn’t afford to indulge in our emotions.

	Without my body, time flowed differently. Kostan’s meal felt neither short nor long. I remained beside him while he, like yesterday, finished enough porridge to feed three grown men. When he finished and set aside the bowl, I drifted upward. Under instruction from the leadership, work supervisors redoubled their efforts to keep soldiers and the newly arrived Provs on task. A burly Sharder pulled a hatchet and saw from a supply wagon. He hiked up the slope behind the garrison and started chopping at a tree. I didn’t realize how long my attention had been captured until five towering pines had been felled and their branches stripped.

	Night came, and everyone but me and the sentries slept. Through the long hours of darkness, I formed my aura into different shapes, attacking Lilik’s shields with lances and hammer-strikes, the gentle press of fog and the incredible weight of a boulder. She slept through every assault, indifferent and unaware.

	Another day came and went, messengers traveling back and forth between the garrison and Fishel’s refugees. The fleetest scouts had already left to assess the potential destinations, while closer, rangers delved into the folds of the terrain and marched up Westpass Cut, marking areas of safe travel and those that needed debris or trees removed. The number of parchments laid out on the table in the gatehouse grew, and more notes marked their surfaces.

	The lines of the forest drew back from the road like covers sliding off the bed. Felled trees stacked up beside the garrison, and soldiers sawed them into planks. A horse arrived at a gallop, carrying a Prov refugee whose Function had been as a wheelwright. Wagons were made, axles affixed, wheels attached. Hunters returned with deer and rabbits and even squirrels for the stew pot.

	Through it all, Kostan’s spirit remained… hard. His true self lay hidden somewhere deep beneath that armor, concealed even from his own mind.

	Two days had passed when the first of the main body of refugees trickled into camp. Haunted eyes darted over the terrain, seeking monsters they knew were coming. Tents opened on the freshly denuded hillsides, springing up anywhere the ground was level enough to sleep without rolling down the slope. An infirmary had been erected beneath canvas awnings on the north wall of the garrison. The first wagon load of injured and sick Provs filled the cots. Those who came after were given spots on the trampled meadow grass beside the shelter. Too often, the healers examined patients and simply shook their heads, despairing.

	The work details swelled with those new arrivals healthy enough to help, and the pace grew frenetic. The scouts went back and forth to watch the plateau for signs of encroaching Riftspawn. With each report, the leaders held their breath until they learned there’d been no sightings near the entrance to the Cut. Everyone was waiting for the headsman’s axe, and as the days stretched on, eerie silences came and went in waves, gripping the camp only to be banished by an awkward, too-loud laugh. Nonetheless, Kostan and his council moved in and out of the gatehouse, laying plans between their shifts with the work details.

	The third day came and went, and still, the citizens of Jaliss poured into the narrow valley. Weak. Exhausted. Coughing and limping. They slept shoulder to shoulder and ate from communal pots, and Kostan walked among them offering blankets.

	There weren’t many spare weapons among the combined forces of Stormshard and the protectors. Those Jalissmen and Jalisswomen with direct combat experience—mostly mercenaries who reluctantly admitted to their activities—were given the available blades. The other likely fighters became marks on the ledger and orders for the blacksmith who worked the small garrison forge.

	By the morning of the fourth day, the last of the refugees arrived in the valley. The tents were a field of stained canvas. The leaders withdrew into the gatehouse to review their plans for the next phase.

	Faces were grim.

	No one mentioned the lack of word from the advanced scouts. 

	


Chapter Nineteen

	 

	Azar

	A cavern in the Icethorn foothills

	 

	 

	THE SHRIEKS ECHOING from the inner reaches of the cavern system sent ice down Azar’s spine. She walked with shoulders hunched and teeth clenched. Ahead of her, the procession of ferro mages filed silently through the corridors.

	Hoareld, the highest ranked of the living ferro mages, carried an enchanted lantern. Within the black-iron cage, a glass globe spilled light. The illumination sketched shadows on the rough-hewn walls and gleamed off rivulets of moisture that seeped from tiny fissures.

	Another wail rolled through the corridor. Azar grimaced and clenched her fists. For once, she was glad to be at the back of the line. Though her close association with the new Emperor had raised her in the eyes of the other ferro mages, the losses they’d suffered during Steelhold’s collapse had left Azar is the only remaining apprentice. Rank two. The lowliest of the surviving ferros.

	The mages clustered at the entrance to the beast’s chamber. With just twenty remaining in their order, there was room for everyone to have a view into the low-ceilinged room with its cage of black iron. The Riftspawn, a horrifying mix of alley cat, pig, and a creature that one of the well-traveled ferros had referred to as a monkey, crouched in the center of the cage. It reeked of overripe fruit and rusting metal. Azar fought the urge to cover her nose with her tunic.

	The beast’s capture had been a miracle, as far as Azar was concerned. From a distance, she’d watched as the highest-ranking mages had surrounded and corralled it. They’d bound each limb and shoved a metal ball gag into its mouth. Still, it had been a struggle for the mages to carry its thrashing form. Though she hadn’t been asked to aid in the capture, she’d felt like a coward hiding and watching from near the cavern’s entrance. She still felt like a coward, hunkering behind heavy stone walls festooned with black-iron charms while out on the grasslands, people died. 

	The cavern system was likely the safest place in the Empire right now. The ferros were secure until either their food or sanity gave out. Lately, Azar had begun to think the latter would be the first to go. Especially if this beast kept shrieking day and night.

	“Velanel,” Hoareld said, “please observe.”

	A middle-aged woman with eight ranks in ferro magic drew herself up and stepped forward. Azar’s stomach turned over in sympathy at the thought of the woman’s task. Only once, and very briefly, had Azar peered at the Spawn’s spirit. Just the memory made her feel sick. It wasn’t just the awful mingling of souls. It was the fetid tendrils that infested the beast.

	The Riftspawns’ nature had shocked the ferro order to the core. It wasn’t just the grotesque mingling of separate beings. It was the clear resonance their taint had with the undercurrents of darkness in ferro power. While no one had admitted it aloud, it was obvious to Azar that every mage who’d worked with black iron from the Maelstrom understood that the beasts’ corruption lived in their souls, too. Standing near the captured Spawn, she could feel the throbbing corruption in the rings of black iron she wore around her fingers. Since her first contact with the beast, nightmares had plagued her sleep. Somehow, the ferros had helped bring this monster into the world. But they hoped ferro magic could also help eradicate its kind.

	From an ornate sheath of dark-dyed leather set with onyx and blood-red garnets, Hoareld extracted a black-iron blade the order had crafted. The man raised a silk-garbed arm and wiped his brow while rotating the knife in his hand. He stepped forward, approaching the cage as if the beast might lunge through the bars and strike him dead. But the enchantments worked into them held. The beast shrieked but remained in the center of the cage.

	Hoareld swallowed and raised the dagger.

	Azar looked away, too afraid to watch. The head mage grunted as he leaped, feet scuffing over stone.

	The beast shrieked.

	


Chapter Twenty

	 

	Kostan

	Westpass Garrison

	 

	 

	“FIRE!” CAME THE cry from the wall.

	I threw on my trousers and tunic, shoved my feet into my boots, and sprinted outside.

	The moon glowed mournfully above while, outside the garrison walls, hungry flames outlined the square edges of the fort’s masonry.

	“Buckets!” I yelled, dashing toward the kitchen. Soldiers were already there, snatching barrels and pails and emptying their contents. I ran for the armory and overturned one of the tubs holding broken weaponry. The polished wood was slick in my grip. I clutched it tight and ran through the gate.

	Chaos ruled the encampment. Already, a quarter of the tents were ablaze. Panicked refugees spilled down the slope, dragging children and blankets, shoving through the soldiers who were trying to form lines for bucket brigades. Farther from the blaze, frantic people tore stakes from the earth and ripped down their shelters, dragging the canvas away from the showers of sparks and licking flames.

	A family staggered across the road, bound for the solid stone walls of the garrison. I muttered an apology as I snatched a blanket from the woman’s hands. Abandoning my tub—it was too big around, too hard to hold—I sprinted for the stream and plunged the blanket into its frigid water. The sodden wool soaked my clothing as I slapped it over my shoulder and started scrambling up the hill toward the blaze.

	It felt like I fought the fire for hours. Days. Beating at the flames with my soot-crusted blanket, hurrying up and down the hill to wet the ruined thing even after coals had eaten it down to the size of a child’s cloak. A few soldiers followed my example, forming lines at the edge of the blaze to beat it back while others organized into three columns that passed sloshing buckets up the hill.

	The clouds of billowing steam loosed by the water hissed inside the fire’s roaring heart. As the flames began to weaken, those working the buckets fanned out and grew bolder, spraying stream water over wider and wider areas.

	We who beat at the fire from the outside shouted to one another and advanced, pace by pace, over ruined tents, bedrolls reduced to ash, and a few, charred bodies.

	In the trees uphill from the camp, adolescents moved in sweeping lines, stomping out any cinders the wind had carried into the forest.

	By dawn, only scattered pockets of fire burned. I stomped through the ruins of the camp and vented my rage on the flames. The little fires burned cheerily in the morning light until I slapped them cold.

	Over the course of the next few hours, we took stock of our losses: one-third of the shelters meant to defend my people from the cruel mountain nights; most of the bedrolls, tools, and provisions that had been inside; a wagon full of flour and vegetables that had been parked too close to the tents; over two hundred men, women, and children.

	All without our true enemy anywhere in sight.

	


Chapter Twenty-One

	 

	Savra

	Westpass Garrison

	 

	 

	THE AIR SMELLED of stale smoke. People trudged through the ashes, searching for anything that could be salvaged. Many buried loved ones in the small cemetery behind the garrison, the mountain meadow grass sprouting pine grave markers in a sad echo of the forest that had been cleared opposite the stream. Other families stood together without even a body to bury, their departed kin never found but surely burned to nothing but ashes.

	I drifted above. Unable to help. Powerless to offer comfort. Keeping vigil only.

	As the day stretched toward noon, Kostan and his leadership organized ragged groups to begin marching deeper into the mountains. The disaster had shown how vulnerable the encampment truly was. The march had to continue.

	Those strong enough to carry packs were given supplies from the wagons. The landslides weren’t yet clear; the work crews had managed to gouge a path just halfway through the closest berm. As the days had marched onward, hopes of clearing the road had been as obliterated as the areas of the camp that had burned.

	The discussions in the gatehouse went round and round. What would happen to the infirm and elderly and the children too small to march for days on end? How many more graves would mark the refugees’ path through the mountains. Rattly coughs peppered the air, weakened lungs struggling with the smoke and ash. People staggered as they walked. Some didn’t even walk.

	No one had an answer, but as the day moved into afternoon, the council broke up to help with the ongoing work. Kostan stalked uphill toward the landslide debris but halted when he reached one of the groups of marching refugees. A child had stopped in the roadway, exhausted after the sleepless night. He cried about the walking ahead, going limp and heavy when his mother and grandmother tried to urge him on. Kostan swept the boy onto his back. Over the mother’s protests that the Emperor had more important work to do, he carried the boy to the far side of the landslides. Two hours march in either direction.

	When he returned, he hefted a pickaxe and started striking it against a stubborn boulder that blocked the road. No one but me noticed the tears that welled before he blinked them away.

	A strange breeze blew through me as I watched him. Cold, fresh as morning dew. For a moment, I felt almost human again. If I’d had a body, I would have gasped. I whirled to seek the source, but the feeling was as fleeting as it was startling. Exhilarated and hoping to catch hold of it again, I cast my awareness wide.

	Disappointment settled over me when I felt nothing. I returned my focus to Kostan. He’d taken off his shirt, and the muscles in his back and chest rippled as he swung the pickaxe. Atop the mound of debris, other men and women worked with spades and saws.

	My soul ached at the sight of Kostan’s sweat darkening his hairline. He threw himself at the boulder as if he could single-handedly cut a road to safety. I wanted to wrap my arms around him and assure him that his presence alone gave these people strength. I could see it in their auras. But then, what good did optimism do if safety was just a fool’s dream?

	From near the garrison, the sound of a trotting horse brought Kostan upright. He pulled a rag from his pocket and dried his brow. The sun had left the lower reaches of the valley as evening approached. He squinted to make out details in the shadows.

	The rider, a Stormshard ranger, drew a halt and thumped his fist against his chest. “We’ve received a new report, your eminence.”

	And?” Kostan asked. 

	The man shook his head. “One of our scouts got a story from a Prov shepherd who stumbled out of the high pastures.” He swallowed. “The leading edge of the horde has reached Jaliss. The shepherd said he saw scattered areas of battle, but the fight appeared to be… Well, he said there were just a few pockets where the Spawn ranks were disrupted. He caught only fleeting glimpses of their attackers—I assume the aurums were moving too fast to be easily seen. Eventually, though, the Spawn lines straightened out and marched uninhibited. I imagine you can guess what it means.”

	“I understand what it means, soldier.” Kostan’s jaw clenched as he shook his head. “We won’t forget the aurums’ sacrifice.”

	“Many of the scouts we sent toward Jaliss haven’t returned. At this point, I’m afraid we have to assume they won’t be coming back. Should we send more?”

	Kostan drew a deep breath and shook his head. “I won’t waste their lives. We know the enemy is coming. Our only hope is to move forward.” If Kostan’s tone expressed how helpless he felt, his spirit said it ten times over. 

	“As you say, your eminence.”

	Kostan leaned the pickaxe against his shoulder. “No news from the outlying settlements, I imagine.”

	The rider shook his head. “Nothing, your eminence.” 

	Sighing, Kostan turned to his work. “Thank you, soldier.”

	As he swung the first blow, I swirled in the air. I was so storms-cursed useless now. I looked up to the high peaks where evening’s glow colored the rocky buttresses a brilliant gold. As a sense of forlornness filled me, the breeze came again, stronger this time and fresh as alpine snow. My spirit surged with energy as, below me, pine needles danced in the gust. The little whirlwind capered down the road toward the garrison.

	Behind, I heard the shouts travel between the members of the work detail. Time to rest. Dinner was served around sunset, and after, another shift would work through the night. Someone mentioned the swirling wind and commented that whirlwinds were more likely during Chilltide. Darting, I hurried along in the wind’s wake.

	Beside the large wooden gate that defended the garrison, a small door opened. Lilik slipped out and started up the road. Until seeing her walk, I’d never noticed the way my feet turned out a little. Lilik tugged at the hem of her tunic while she headed along the front wall of the garrison. I wondered if that was my habit or hers. 

	Kostan hadn’t noticed Lilik yet; the corner guard tower stood between them. I didn’t want to watch or feel his emotions when he did spot her. Even with his efforts to contain his feelings, he couldn’t help his confusion. Part of him still saw the woman he cared for when he met her eyes.

	“Well, now look at that,” someone called as the swirling wind gusted harder. It lifted dust from the road and cast it high, forming a column of haze. The dust grew thicker and more solid. Every pair of eyes turned to the pillar. The wind blew harder still.

	A few shocked yells echoed. From the walls, a guard cried a warning that a geognost was in our midst.

	Everyone froze when the wind abruptly stopped. The haze thinned and blew away on the last faint stirring of air. 

	A shout went up. Steel sang.

	A dozen guards converged on the young girl left behind by the dissipating dust.

	


Chapter Twenty-Two

	 

	Kostan

	On the road outside Westpass Garrison

	 

	 

	THE SOLDIERS SPRINTED to the girl, surrounding her with swords drawn. She stood wide-eyed in the dust, wearing a strange coat crafted from some sort of sleek fur. Thick mittens covered her hands, and her fur-clad legs disappeared into boots that looked to be half again the size of her feet.

	Spots of pink stood out on her cheeks, and a strand of hair fell across her face. There was something about her cheekbones… It seemed almost as if I’d seen her before.

	One of the soldiers grabbed her by the arm and pressed a dagger to her ribs. From somewhere distant, almost as if a phantom cried out, I heard a voice. 

	No! 

	I cocked my ear, searching the slopes above us, but the sound didn’t come again. Shaking my head, I decided it must’ve been my imagination.

	But the girl in the road was real, and my soldiers looked ready to attack her.

	“Wait,” I called. At the same time, Lilik ran from behind the guard tower, her auburn curls askew. My heart panged at the sight. She wasn’t Savra anymore. I had to pull my eyes away.

	“Don’t hurt her,” Lilik called as she trotted closer. The soldiers ignored her, looking to me for a command. 

	I nodded. “She’s just a child.”

	“Innocent children don’t appear out of nowhere,” a Stormsharder muttered.

	“I said, don’t harm her.”

	With obvious reluctance, the soldier removed the point of the dagger from the girl's coat. He kept a grip on her arm, though.

	Lilik was breathless when she arrived at the opposite side of the group. Storms, but the woman was beautiful. It had been so difficult to have her around the last few days, but at least there’d been no shortage of hard work to do. The distraction made things easier.

	The soldiers stiffened when the girl drew herself up. “I must speak to the Emperor,” she said.

	I strode closer. “Who are you?”

	Her eyes met mine. “The seal is failing. The void rises. I can tell the Emperor how to defend what the ancients made, and maybe how to craft a barrier that will hold back the dark forever.”

	Her words struck deep. But after the trap at Jaliss, I couldn’t afford to be too trusting. I crossed my arms over my chest.

	“You didn’t answer my question.”

	Lilik’s movement caught my eye. It was so difficult not to look at her. As she circled the group of soldiers threatening the girl, I couldn’t help but watch the sway of her hips. Savra’s hips. I wanted to grab her and pull her close. But I couldn’t, and I might never hold her again.

	As Lilik stepped into view, the girl turned to see who approached. Her eyes, already wide, were suddenly the size of platters.

	“Savra!” she shrieked. She tore free from the surprised soldier’s grasp and shoved aside another of my defenders. Like a bird in sudden flight, she flung herself into Lilik’s arms.

	A look of sorrow deeper than the Gray Gorge fell over Lilik’s face. “I’m so sorry. But no. I’m not Savra. Not anymore.”

	The look of confusion on the little girl’s face was so profound, I felt struck all over again by the knowledge that Savra was gone. Lilik ran a hand over the girl’s hair, smoothing the straight, wheat-colored locks. She crouched down, face to face with the girl, and they spoke in low tones. The girl shook her head fiercely. Lilik’s lower lip quivered as she brushed a tear from the girl’s cheek. After more hushed conversation, Lilik finally stood. She kept an arm around the child as she guided her toward me.

	“Kostan, I would like you to meet someone important. This is Avill Padmi. Savra’s sister.”

	***

	Yellow glow from half a dozen lanterns filled the gatehouse and chased away evening’s shadows. Around the table, strewn now with layer upon layer of maps and notes on supplies and census information, my leadership sat in expectant silence. No doubt they felt it was my right to speak first, but I had no idea what to say.

	Looking at Savra’s little sister, I couldn’t fathom how I’d failed to notice the resemblance. They shared a straight nose, delicate eyebrows, and eyes that seemed to shine no matter their surroundings. But the real similarity was in how they carried themselves. Both Savra and Avill moved with humble confidence, sure of themselves without needing to impress others. It had been one of the first things I noticed when I’d met Savra in the Graybranch Inn.

	The silence had grown awkward. Inhaling, I put my thoughts in order.

	“I have a feeling Avill’s story will take some time,” I said. “Before we begin, I want to be sure you’ve all heard the news. Jaliss has fallen.”

	Savra’s sister sucked in a quick breath. I swallowed, regretting that this was my introduction to her. I would’ve given anything to welcome her as a family member, to ask after Savra’s parents, to embrace her and feed her the best meal the garrison could produce. Instead, I was laying the realities of an unwinnable war upon her shoulders.

	“Our scouts heard the report from a shepherd. The aurums fought valiantly but…” Despite all my years in Scion training, my voice still caught on the words. Those brave mages had given their lives so that we might have a chance to fight on. “We believe none survived. We don’t know how long the Spawn will remain in the capital, but we should assume the worst. The Riftspawn could be here by morning the day after tomorrow.”

	Beside Avill, Fishel sighed. Others drew breath and swallowed. Eyes darted over the papers. We’d worked so hard, but placed against a horde of nearly indestructible monsters, our papers and our wagons and our work details seemed a pitiful defense.

	“It’s not much time, but we’ve already had more than we’d hoped for. Our plan is sound. We may not win, but I believe we’ll meet them with strength rather than as frightened prey fleeing the wolves. And judging by Avill’s words, she has information that may help us.”

	In the relative warmth of the gatehouse, the girl had removed her fur overcoat. Beneath, she still wore what looked to be two or three warm layers, but I got a sense of how slight of build she really was. Savra had told me she was twelve, maybe thirteen now, but Avill’s size would’ve had me believe she was much younger. As everyone’s attention turned toward her, she did not shrink away but rather leaned over to pull something from her coat pocket. A strange look came into her eyes as her hand closed around the object. It seemed almost as if she carried wisdom and burdens far too expansive for a child her age.

	Avill laid her open hand on the table, showing us a pale-yellow stone. Like the wardstones, it was polished to a sheen. I raised my eyebrows in question.

	“This stone was given to me by a woman called Sheshik,” she began. “A headwoman of the Free Tribes. The stories she told me are so many and so important that she gave me this memory stone—I never could keep them in my mind otherwise. The stone has been passed through her people for more than a thousand years.”

	When the girl paused, Sirez leaned forward. “Would you indulge me, child? I’d like to know how you…” She twirled her finger in the air. “How you found yourself among the Free Tribes. And how exactly you journeyed here from the Wildsends.” 

	Avill nodded, unperturbed by the questions. She pulled a necklace from beneath her layers of clothing, a greenish-white disk of stone carved with strange symbols. “It’s a Maelstrom-relic. We call it the Wind’s Gift—it allows me to ride the winds.” She glanced at me. “The quotas never said that we had to give up every relic we found, only that each one would bring us food for a month.”

	I leaned forward and down until I caught her eyes. “When I Ascended the throne, I hoped my first act would be to abolish the Decree of Functions. Fate had a different plan for my reign, but I assure you, no Prov will be punished for daring to keep the results of their hard work. That necklace is yours to keep.”

	She inclined her head, carefully slipping the pendant back inside her shirts. “Long, long ago, the Free Tribes were known as the Lethin. Before the flood came for them, they’d built a tremendous civilization. It had spread from the Icethorns to the very edges of the continent. They were skilled in many types of magic, but their earth magic especially gave them the power to create wondrous things. Unfortunately, they reached too far. The master mages pulled so much energy from the earth that they tore substance from the barrier separating our realm from the void. The void rose like a flood. The flood. They managed to create a seal but only at the very end.”

	Avill scanned our faces, her eyes narrowed as if daring us to doubt her tale. Since their introduction, Lilik had kept an arm around Avill. Now she leaned toward the girl's ear. “I believe you,” she said. “Go on.”

	“As do I,” I said. “Don’t feel that you need to convince us. We’ve seen the threat for ourselves.”

	“Many Lethin gave of themselves—gave their lives, even—to endow the seal with the power needed to hold back the void. Mind, Body, and Essence. Each component was bolstered by a nexus of vitality where the earth mages locked the power into stone. Afterward, the survivors left the mountains. They became the First Tribe and vowed to remain in the Wildsends, keeping the story alive in case the flood ever rose again.”

	Avill swallowed with some difficulty. Falla quickly slid a waterskin to her, and the girl drank before passing it back with a grateful look.

	“Sheshik began to see signs of the void’s return more than a decade ago,” she continued. “She tried to warn the Empire without success, and finally, she taught me the stories in the desperate hope that I could convince the throne to listen.”

	“As the Emperor said, we believe you,” Sirez said. “We know the seal is failing. But we know little of how to stop it.”

	Avill wrapped her fingers around the yellow stone and kept her eyes on me. “I will say this to you in the same way it was told to me. Please forgive my manners, your highness.”

	“The proper form of address is your Eminence,” the Prime Protector said.

	Avill didn’t seem chastened by the correction—I gathered the trials she’d endured lately had armored her against harsh words. But I raised a hand to quell any more scoldings from the Prime.

	“Please call me Kostan. And please don’t mince words. I do have one question before you go on, though. When you mentioned earth magic, are you saying the Free Tribes have geognosts?”

	She cocked her head as if considering. “I hadn’t thought of it, though I suppose the powers must be related. We don’t know much of magic in Cosmal.”

	Another wave of grief slapped me. How had it been for Savra when her spiritist powers began to surface? With no one to explain what was happening, she must have been so frightened. I swallowed and motioned for her sister to continue.

	Avill’s brows were drawn together. “In fact, I think that must be it. I hadn’t thought to look for the signs. But now I remember little things. The winds always seemed to calm while they were centering the hides over a shelter. The pile of moss they burned for warmth was never wet, even after a snowstorm. I don’t think they realize they’re using the magic, though. Sheshik believed that my pendant’s power was related to—as she said—ancient earth magic. But altered because it came back from the Maelstrom.”

	The theories made sense. We’d never known how geognosty had risen among the Atal, but it must have come from intermingling with the Free Tribes. And Parveld had already explained that the magic granted by the Maelstrom-metals had been swallowed by the Hunger long ago and now had come back tainted. It could easily be the same for Maelstrom-relics.

	“Thank you, Avill,” I said. “I won’t interrupt you again. Please finish your story.”

	The girl pulled the memory stone to her breastbone. “You must defend the seal components that the Lethin created to push back the flood.”

	She held her hand out like a blade and curled her ring and pinky finger to her palm. “Imagine these fingertips are the loci of power for Body and Essence,” she said as she wiggled her index and middle finger. “Sheshik said you could find the thumb’s locus if you look deep beneath Steelhold.”

	I chewed my lip at the mention of Steelhold. She had to be speaking of the shattered Heartstone. 

	Blinking as if in the throes of an idea, the Prime shuffled parchments until Stormshard’s map of the Icethorns lay atop. She held her hand over the map in the same configuration Avill had shown us. Centering her thumb over Jaliss, she rotated her hand back and forth, brow knitting as her fingers passed over markings indicating ancient ruins.

	“Is this what you mean we should do?” I asked. “That we can find these… What did you call them?”

	“Loci. The three components of the seal. The Body and Essence loci lie atop one another. One shallow and one deep into the earth. The Free Tribes remember the distance between Steelhold’s locus and the other two components as the distance an eagle flies in a day.”

	I glanced at the Prime who’d lifted her hand and ran fingertips over a pair of sites close enough to Jaliss that a bird could cover the distance in a day. 

	Sirez joined the Prime in bending over the map. She traced distances and measured them with the first knuckle of her index finger. “Maybe here,” she whispered, pointing to a nearby valley.

	“Say we’d already found this stone beneath Steelhold,” I said. “What happens when a locus is destroyed?”

	“It took all three components to finally banish the void and seal the rift,” Avill said. “Sheshik believed that if any of them should fall, the void’s influence would strengthen. The flood would rise. But if all three are destroyed, our world will be lost.” 

	I squeezed my temples between my thumb and middle finger. “Parveld’s trap makes all the more sense to me now.”

	“But if we can hold the rest…” Sirez said, still poring over the map.

	“Then what? We can’t last forever in the mountains.”

	“You have to agree our situation is better than we thought,” Fishel said. “If I’m not mistaken, she’s saying there are two more Heartstones. One atop the other. It seems to mean that if we find one, we’ll likely find the other.”

	Maybe he was right. Still, I shook my head. “It’s only an advantage if I can use the stones for defense. Parveld nearly killed me last time I tried.”

	“If I may continue,” Avill said quietly, “I think I can answer some of your questions.”

	I couldn’t help but smile. She reminded me so much of Savra. “Go ahead, Avill. We’re getting ahead of ourselves.”

	“You lost the first seal component. Is that what I understand?”

	I nodded, apologizing with a shrug.

	“The Jaliss locus was flawed,” she said. “The Lethin know that much. One of their own betrayed the effort to seal the barrier. So perhaps you shouldn’t give up yet, Kostan.”

	Leaning back, Sirez snorted in amusement at my expense. “So what do the Lethin suggest we do? Assuming we successfully guard the remaining Heartstones, what then?”

	Avill shook her head. “You won’t be able to. The best you can hope is to defend them for a short while.”

	The Prime looked up from the map. “Come again?”

	“I don’t mean to be rude, but the Lethin’s civilization was many times more powerful than the Atal Empire. Especially their magic. You must hold the loci as long as you can. But eventually, the flood will rise up and drown you. Your only purpose for defending the seal crafted by the Lethin is to gain enough time to close the rift at its source. That’s where the Lethin failed. They believed themselves so powerful that their bindings would work from a thousand leagues away. Even if the nexus beneath Steelhold hadn’t been flawed, many of the First Tribe were adamant that their seal would eventually fail. Only by facing the void directly can you hope to stop the flood.”

	I rubbed the tabletop with the pads of my fingers. “From what I understand, the rift is in the center of the Maelstrom. Did the Lethin leave a suggestion on how to get there?”

	“Sheshik said you might ask that. And she told me to answer you this: unfortunately, if they’d known how to fix a rift that lay beneath one hundred leagues of ocean water, they’d probably have done it right in the first place.”

	“I see,” Sirez said quietly.

	No one else spoke.

	


Chapter Twenty-Three

	 

	Savra

	Above Westpass Garrison

	 

	 

	KOSTAN! AVILL!

	I swirled in the air around them, diving through their bodies, screaming at the top of my lungs.

	Kostan had heard me when the soldiers had surrounded Avill. I was sure of it. He’d cocked his head and looked around.

	But no matter how I shrieked, he couldn’t hear me now.

	The Emperor and my sister trudged through the camp, leading a group of Stormsharders who’d volunteered to serve as guides. More groups were being sent ahead. They would leave throughout the night. With the Riftspawn a day and a half away, there was no more time to wait for the road to be cleared.

	Just a few campfires burned, and after the blaze the night before, those were placed at least twenty paces from the closest shelter. As Kostan and my sister walked, the Emperor searched the faces of the huddled Provs. Their eyes were hollow, their cheeks sunken. Their expressions pleaded with him for salvation. Kostan represented the only hope they had left.

	He approached a young couple. Avill followed behind without any of the timidity I might expect. My sister had changed in the time we’d been separated. She seemed so much older. I was desperate to hold her and ask her what had become of Mother. But I had no choice but to hover near and hope someone else would ask the questions the burned in my heart.

	“Hello, friends,” Kostan said.

	Two pairs of eyes stared up in mild confusion. “Good evening, your eminence,” the man said. He looked around as if searching for hospitality to offer his sovereign. His wife huddled close, hands wrapped around his upper arm. On flat rocks set near the low flames of their campfire, a pair of trout lay beheaded and baking.

	“I bear bad news,” Kostan said, crouching. “Jaliss has fallen.”

	The woman’s eyes widened. Despair filled her aura.

	“How soon before they’re here?” the man asked.

	Kostan laced his fingers together and stared at the fire. “We don’t know. But we can’t hope for much time. These are choices I never wished to make, but the best hope for the survival of the Atal Empire is to send our quickest citizens ahead tonight. The wagons can’t travel, and not even horses can cross the landslide debris. A few groups have gone ahead already. I’d like to send you in a band guided by a Stormshard ranger. You’ll be expected to keep up, and the word of your guide will be law. Will you go?”

	“Tonight?” the woman whispered.

	Lips pressed together, Kostan nodded. “I’m sorry. I realize there’s been little time to recuperate.” In his eyes, I glimpsed the sorrow over those who had already fallen ill or worse on the march.

	The man leaned close to his wife. “I know you’re tired, Pimmi.”

	Pimmi swallowed, then licked her fingers and grabbed one of the trout by its tail fin to flip it. The scent of cooked fish swirled up on the breeze. “Can we eat first? It’s…” She laid a hand on her lower belly. I peered and noticed a second, smaller aura sleeping peacefully within her larger spirit.

	“She’s with child,” the husband said.

	Anguish colored Kostan’s aura as he realized he might have misjudged. A pregnant woman might be slow. He so desperately wanted to protect these people. All of them. He drew a breath.

	 “Of course,” he said. “Please eat. Meageld here is in charge of your group. He can work out the arrangements with you.” 

	At Kostan’s nod, the Sharder man stepped forward. He already wore a small rucksack. Each guide had filled a backpack with three day’s rations and maps of the two likeliest locations of the other Heartstones. Runners had been sent ahead to redirect the refugees who had already advanced beyond the landslides. Like the group camped outside the garrison, the healthiest would be given guides while the others would be asked to wait for the main body of citizens. The bands of quick-moving refugees would split into two sections, each heading for a suspected Heartstone. If any were to find the sanctuary, a scout would hurry back with the news.

	As Kostan stood, Meageld squatted over his heels beside the fire. He flipped the other trout for the pair and began speaking to them in low tones, pointing to a section of the roadway where his assigned refugees were already gathering. Kostan nodded to the man then moved off. 

	Further up the hill, Fishel was leading another group of Stormshard guides through the camp. Pain darkened his aura every time he inspected a campfire and had to pass over a group of Provs who would be too slow to leave tonight. Even if the landslides weren’t an obstacle, the road wasn’t wide enough for everyone to march at once. It was a simple, logical, and tremendously painful calculation.

	As Kostan and Avill moved off for the next grouping of tents, she hurried her steps and drew even with him. “Many of the Lethin hid from the void deep down,” she said. “A few stories speak of a city beneath the mountains, though they say little more about it.”

	The catacombs, I said aloud, remembering the tunnels beneath the ancient keep where Stormshard had imprisoned me. Those tunnels had dead-ended at collapsed sections, but maybe they’d once been far more extensive.

	Kostan glanced over his shoulder at the remaining guides. “Did you hear that? Be on the lookout for passages.”

	One of the Sharders shrugged. “Unlikely, given the quakes.”

	“Nonetheless, we need every advantage.”

	The Sharders nodded understanding, and Kostan led them on. After about an hour, every Stormshard ranger had an assigned group of Prov refugees. Kostan’s spirit was heavy inside his body as he trudged toward the road. When he glanced at Avill, though, he drew himself up, stopped, and faced her. He laid hands on her shoulders and bent his knees until they stood eye to eye.

	“I haven’t had a chance to thank you. You’ve given me hope. We will survive, Avill. We will defend the seal.”

	“What of the Maelstrom?” she asked. “Everyone in Cosmal knows that all who sail into it vanish. I don’t know how we’ll heal the rift where the Lethin failed. They knew so much…” Her eyes grew distant as memories washed through her.

	“I don’t either, Avill. But we must believe or we’re doomed for certain.”

	“There’s something else,” she said. “I didn’t mention it before because this task belongs to you alone.”

	“What is it?” I could see in his eyes how her distant tone unsettled him. My sister had become more than a single child. She held the memories of a civilization. A pang of sorrow for her lost innocence pinched me.

	“When the Lethin crafted the seal, they collected power from across their nation. Every human contributed to helping the mages push back the void and seal it away. There was a talisman worn by their leader that provided a focus for the Lethin. By inspiring the population, the leader—she was both a mage and a queen—was able to channel that power. If you find the talisman, it will help hold back the flood.”

	Kostan’s hand crept toward his breastbone as he cocked his head. “What happened to it?”

	“None among the First Tribe knew. Their queen died in the final battle, and none knew what became of her body.  It’s a thin hope… I wish I could offer more to guide you.”

	“Do you remember what it looks like?” Kostan asked as he tugged on the Heartshard’s chain.

	My sister nodded, eyes wide and solemn. When the banded agate slipped from beneath the tunic, she gasped. She touched it with the tip of her finger.

	“You must lead them,” she whispered. “Kostan, if you can inspire your people, make them believe in you and Atal… I think we have a chance at the defense, at least. Where did you find it?” Emotions mingled on her face as her memories of the Lethin swirled in her aura.

	“It’s been passed from Emperor to Emperor since the first kings and queens sat on Steelhold’s throne.”

	“Then some of our—I mean, some of the Lethin who remained in the mountains must have survived. I wish the First Tribe had known that. It would have given them peace.”

	Kostan smiled, a faint curve of his lip. “My chance to help the First Tribe is long gone, but with what you’ve taught me tonight, I think there’s a chance I can find peace for my own people. Thank you.”

	Avill smiled back, the child she’d been shining through for a moment.

	“There’s a poem,” she said, the torchlight flickering over a faint blush that colored her cheeks. “Would you like to hear it?”

	Kostan straightened. “I’d love to.”

	 

	“Take the Heartshard, bind them tight,

	With its strength banish the night, 

	Hearts and minds gather in light,

	A chance to finally end the fight.”

	 

	“It’s beautiful. Thank you, Avill.” With that, he draped an arm over my sister’s shoulders and guided her toward the garrison and rest.

	***

	Lilik laid out a bedroll for Avill in the corner of the barracks where she’d slept the last few nights. As the groups of refugees began to file out into the darkness, the crunch of footfalls echoing off the heavy stone of the garrison’s outer wall, Lilik gathered my sister close. She hummed a tune as Avill pillowed her head on her shoulder.

	“I had a brother,” Lilik whispered as she rocked back and forth. “His name was Jaret. We were about the same age difference as you and Savra.” She stared at the far wall, her face melancholy. I wondered why I’d never asked Lilik about her life. Maybe it had been too easy to forget she’d once been more than a voice trapped in a bracelet.

	I drifted away from the pair, over the walls and above the quieting camp. Kostan paced the road behind the receding groups of Provs. He seemed lost in thought, no doubt worrying over the Empire’s grave problems. If the situation weren’t already terrible, the fire had destroyed many of the already-meager supplies. The remaining food might last a score of days. After that, people would begin to starve.

	I screamed into the emptiness where only I could hear. What was I still doing here? My friends and family were fighting for their lives while I drifted and watched.

	It was time to move on. Lilik believed Essence magic was my only connection to the world. If anyone could see or hear me—or maybe even help me regain my body—it was the Essence spiritists. And if they couldn’t, at least I would have tried, which was more than I could claim now. I was a phantom, haunting those I loved. And, like the ghost stories told to Cosmali children, I lingered because I couldn’t let go.

	I knew enough to guess that the western steppes lay south of the Icethorns and toward the setting sun. It would be a lonely journey, my spirit anchored by sliding from aura to aura, brushing the spirits of strangers as I hopped my way west. I might not make it. But then again, I might.

	I dove through the wall and swirled around Lilik and Avill one last time. Next, I glided toward Kostan. His inner self still lay deep inside his impenetrable shell, locked away so he could be the leader his people needed. I stared deep into his hidden heart, straining as if I peered into the darkest well, and bade his soul farewell. I lingered for a long moment, memorizing the contours of his face.

	Finally, I jerked away. I flung myself downhill, seeking a living body to help guide me toward the grasslands.

	Beyond the edges of the fire and torchlight, dark forest cloaked the hillsides. A sentry crouched atop a small rock outcrop, his aura alert but streaked with fear. By now, every soldier knew the Riftspawn were coming. The man’s loyalties were firm, though. He wouldn’t abandon his post. I brushed past him before throwing my awareness farther. Gliding from aura to aura, briefly sensing the spirits of a dozen guards as I descended, I slid down from the mountains. The moon had slipped a finger’s width across the sky when I anchored myself to the final sentry before Westpass Cut emptied onto the grasslands. The Sharder sat tucked beneath the boughs of a large evergreen. She had a blanket wrapped around her shoulders, and the silence had made her drowsy.

	Even when sleepy, a Stormshard rebel would beat most ordinary soldiers in a contest of reflexes. A novice combatant wouldn’t draw a full breath before the Sharder had her blade against their throat. Unfortunately, she wouldn’t fare as well if the Riftspawn surprised her. I hoped they wouldn’t arrive on her shift.

	From here, I needed anchors among the scattered population on the grasslands. I unfurled my perception, searching for the warmth of human life. While I ran my focus over the wide area, sounds from the entrance to Westpass brought the Sharder to her feet. My awareness recoiled, condensing on the woman. Somehow, her blanket lay in the pine needles behind her, discarded without a sound. Her body tensed like a hunting cat about to pounce.

	The sounds drew nearer, resolving into the rapid thudding of hoofbeats on the road. Straining, I spied twenty or so figures bent over their horses’ necks. Moonlight glinted on the rings and buckles of the horses’ tack. The riders wore cloaks that streamed behind their mounts.

	I swooped close to the lead rider and drew back in shock when he shook his head, waving his hand in front of his eyes as if shooing a fly. Had he sensed me?

	As the group approached the sentry, the lead rider drew rein, slowing his horse to a trot.

	“Citizen of the Empire,” he called out. He threw back his hood, exposing an aged face. I wracked my memory—I’d seen the man somewhere. “We don’t wish to alarm you. We come in aid of his eminence, Emperor Kostan.”

	The Stormshard sentry stepped from beneath the tree, dagger tight in her grip. Though the riders outnumbered her twenty to one, her aura was resolute. “Why should I believe you?”

	“My name is Hoareld. Tenth-ranked mage of the ferro order.”

	Of course. During my time as a palace scribe, I’d seen the man scurrying across Steelhold’s grounds. In Ferromaster Ilishian’s absence, he’d become the leader of the order.

	The man spoke more, but other noises grabbed my attention. They reminded me of the rasping sounds I’d once called the night whispers. The voices of the dead. I sensed there were thousands of spirits flocking around the riders like crows. I swirled around the group, peering. Silk robes peeked out from beneath their riding cloaks. Hoareld wasn’t the only mage in the group. This must be the entire missing ferro order.

	Another realization trampled over the first, knocking me flat. Metalogy and spiritism shared many traits. Parveld had believed that one was simply the tainted reflection of the other. Spiritists worked in three domains: Mind, Body, and Essence. Argent magic affected the Mind. Aurum mages both enhanced and cursed Bodies. Which meant ferro mages could affect Essences.

	I didn’t need to go to the western steppes or the Sandsea to seek help.

	My potential salvation had just arrived on horseback.

	Azar! I yelled with every bit of force I could muster. Nearly every mage on the road stiffened.

	At the rear of the procession, a pretty young woman sat straight in the saddle, scanning the surrounding hills until her eyes seemed to pick me out where I hovered.

	“Who’s there?” she asked.

	


Chapter Twenty-Four

	 

	Parveld

	A primitive hut

	 

	 

	PARVELD STOOD FACING the gash between worlds. Bottomless and infinite, it called to him. The Hunger saw him. It craved his whole being. He’d never felt so wanted. As he took his first, halting steps toward the breach, he looked down and saw his feet were bare. Cuts bled on the flakes of shale that had sliced his feet like a thousand knives. Behind him, the trail of blood stretched to a distant, gray horizon.

	A featureless landscape stretched in all directions, a flat shale plane broken only by the Hunger’s gateway and Parveld’s powerless human form.

	A dream. Yet again. No matter how desperately he wished to join with the Hunger, he wouldn’t be welcomed until his work was complete. The true breach between worlds lay deep into the Maelstrom. Once the seal was broken, the rift would swell and swallow everyone and everything. But for now, that pathway was closed.

	Turning his awareness inward, Parveld clawed for a link to his sleeping body. There, the shape of a man lost in slumber. He probed the outlines of his unaware self until he found a crack. Like a heavy maul swung by a logger, he threw himself at the break.

	Sleep shattered, fragmenting into the dim interior of the herder’s hut. Parveld dropped into his body like a bucket of water into a basin. Immediately, he felt the hollow weakness, the deep aches in his bones. His heart beat reluctantly, and his blood washed painfully through his veins. He swung his legs over the edge of his cot and sat clutching his head. His legs were so thin beneath his trousers now, the muscles gone slack with malnutrition, the skin loose and pallid. His ribs jutted over his hollow belly, and his eyes burned as his dry eyelids rasped over them.

	But worst of all was the emptiness in his soul. Each time he dreamed of the Hunger, it grew worse. Soon it would be unbearable. He needed to strike soon and strike hard. Finish this. Starting by claiming what was his in Jaliss.

	He shoved his awareness out to his brethren. The physical sensations faded, bringing blessed relief. In the recesses of his mind, he knew this only weakened him further. While merged with the great tapestry of his brother-selves, he forgot his bodily needs. That needed to change if he wished to stay strong until the end. For now, though, he swept his focus over the vast army marching to the north. A vast swarm already held the capital. Legions more had yet to arrive. 

	His bond with the Spawn grew stronger with each passing day. Now, they marched in time to the slow beating of Parveld’s heart. Thump. Thump. Some hummed in tune with the pulsing of Parveld’s blood.

	With Jaliss fallen and its remaining citizens freed from their mortal prisons, his power had grown. But the remaining seal components blazed even brighter. Parveld could almost see them, blood-red in the mountains north of the capital. It was time to march, to seize what he had won, and to push the onslaught to the enemy.

	He withdrew his awareness and sucked down a cup of stale water. The hut was bare, its meager provisions exhausted. Parveld couldn’t stay, but he recognized now that his desire to remain here had been a human weakness. After Jaliss, the final conflict loomed. Somewhere deep in his heart, he’d feared to let his former friends see him like this. They would pity him because they didn’t understand the glory of the final communion of souls. But he was the Hunger’s champion. He would not fail his destiny.

	He slid his last piece of hard bread into his mouth. Over the last few days, his teeth had loosened. Chewing was painful, and he feared his molars might lose their grip. As he sucked on the bread, he opened his satchel and pulled out the Bracer of Sight.

	The metal was uncomfortably loose on his arm now. But the moment he fastened the buckles, the vision swept him away.

	Wind swirled around Parveld, carrying crystals of frost that sparkled in the cold white sun. He stood on a ridge of sharp granite and looked across a narrow valley filled with boulders and a cascading stream. On the opposite slope, and entrance to an ancient corridor opened into a hill. Torches burned to either side of the dark passage.

	When he blinked, his view sped toward the corridor. Shadowy figures sprang to life. Around him, his brethren snarled and wailed, claws raking the bare stone of the passage. Down stairs, through endless halls. The deeper they forged, the more certain Parveld was that the final part of the seal lay ahead. With a roar, humans attacked. They screamed as they died.

	And then Parveld stood before Kostan. The Emperor glowed, so bright that Parveld couldn’t bear the sight. Just a glimpse burned the backs of his eyes, leaving everything else gray and Kostan the blazing exception. As Parveld staggered backward, he saw them. Threads of light that reminded Parveld of the sparks in a dawnweaving. Did Kostan have the ability?

	No. It couldn’t be. 

	As the Emperor raised his shining sword, the vision dissolved.

	The Guralan forest opened around him. Parveld staggered, disoriented, as his ears filled with the soughing of wind through the high boughs of the evergreens. Ahead, a trail parted the deep curtains of shadow, and a small party ventured south. Two young women and a girl.

	Parveld’s heart seized. How was Savra here? He’d cast her adrift, as lost as Devonii. With a yell, Parveld fought his way out of the visions. Snatching the Bracer, he tore it from his forearm and dropped it on the floor.

	It had to be a lie. Parveld’s victory was threatened only by Kostan and Savra working together. He’d taken care of that. Devonii had never returned. Savra could not find her way back. It was impossible.

	Better to be certain, though.

	Parveld cast his awareness to the trailing edges of his Riftspawn horde. Like scooping out portions of his soul and setting them aside, he commanded a few dozen contingents of Riftspawn to abandon the march. Perhaps he’d focused too strongly on the seal. If Savra were bound for Guralan, she’d need to pass through outlying settlements on the grasslands. Though he’d directed his brethren away from many of the villages, favoring the final conquest over the distraction of granting peace to the citizens, he realized now that it had left him vulnerable. If not Savra, who else might undermine his efforts?

	Moreover, he’d been too cautious. He’d planned to wait until he finished in Jaliss before eliminating Kostan and his huddled refugees.

	With a mental flick of his hand, he sent many of the detachments fanning over the grasslands. They would scour the plateau of its human taint. The others, he spurred to a frenzied pace and sent for Westpass Cut. Most likely they’d arrive near dawn.

	As he returned to his body, he laughed. The Hunger had given him such an immense communion to command. If only he’d seized the full power sooner.

	Mashing the softened bread, he swallowed down the meager meal as he gathered his things. Moonlight silvered the ripe grass when he stepped outside. He shivered in the cool Chilltide air as he summoned his mount. The lizard-thing scrambled over, eyes rolling.

	Parveld mounted up, pulled a blanket tight around his shoulders, and rode north.

	


Chapter Twenty-Five

	 

	Fishel

	Preparing to leave Westpass Garrison

	 

	 

	FISHEL FELT EVERY one of his fifty-seven years as he trudged along the edge of the road, checking with groups of refugees and making a mental tally of the remaining supplies. It didn’t look good. It wasn’t just that a full third of their rations had been lost in the fire. When he stacked the amount of burned food alongside the number of ruined bedrolls and charred shelters, the tallies in his head were grim.

	Mountain settlements might spare them livestock or grain. But they had to get there first. The people were already sick. Worn down like the stumps of an old man’s teeth. Without adequate food and shelter from the cold nights… well, they wouldn’t be able to travel quickly, that was certain.

	Ahead, the small group of Atal stood in a sullen knot. Remarkably, they were even more bedraggled than the Prov refugees. Men and women swayed on their feet, and many had given up standing altogether. In the center of the huddle, a group of teenagers lay stretched on the road.

	“Do you have what you need to march?” Fishel asked as he approached.

	The father and son he’d argued with down on the plateau stepped forward. For better or for worse, the Atal seemed to have nominated them as spokesmen.

	“To be honest, sire,” the son said. “We haven’t done well with managing our supplies. The food we brought was gone before we reached the garrison… in that regard, we fared better than many others in the fire. Nothing to lose.” He shrugged.

	In past years, Fishel might have been amused to hear an Atal elite call him “sire.” But these last days had wiped away the distinction between Atal and Prov and even between Emperor and soldier. They were all in this together.

	“What about shelter?”

	Even in the predawn light, the young man’s expression turned sheepish. “We’ve existed on charity, sire. Others have given us space in their shelters at night.”

	“Then perhaps you can help them carry the tents today.”

	The son looked at the ground. “Many of us offered. The Provs scoffed at the idea that we’d be any help carrying the loads. Just slow the whole procession down, they said.”

	“Well,” Fishel said. “I suppose they have a right to judge. If you haven’t visited the kitchen, please take your morning meal. I’ll see that you receive modest loads for today’s march. The wagons must remain here, so everyone needs to carry what they can.”

	“Excuse me? Fishel, sire?”

	A hiss rose from the center of the group as a boy pushed out of the huddle. Fishel glimpsed his face before his mother pulled him back into the group. It was the same child who’d tried to speak with him on the plateau. Before, Fishel had walked away. But now, the Spawn were coming, and there was little the refugees could do to defend themselves. It was no time for secrets.

	He shoved into the knot of men and women and laid a hand on the mother’s shoulder. “I’d like to hear what he has to say,” he said mildly.

	“It’s nothing,” the mother said, shaking her head. “Just a child’s fantasies.”

	“Even better. Sometimes we adults need children’s innocence to brighten our hearts and remind us why we’re alive.”

	Still, the mother shoved the boy behind her. She shook her head, but the child peered around her shoulder.

	“Are the wagons stuck because of the dirt up ahead?” the child asked.

	“Shush,” the mother said. “Don’t bother the innkeeper. He’s trying to keep us safe.”

	“So am I, Mother,” the child said, pushing his way around her.

	Fishel held the boy’s eyes, noting the urgency on his face. This was no game or child’s fantasy. Fishel turned back to the father and son who’d greeted him. “Do you know this woman? Perhaps you could quiet her protests.”

	The pair looked awkwardly at one another. “We don’t usually—”

	“My mother’s been hiding what I can do since I was five,” the boy said with his chin raised and shoulders back. As his mother attempted to clamp her hand over his mouth, he darted away, shoving deeper into the crowd. “But it doesn’t matter anymore whether I’m the only heir to my dead father’s household. There is no household anymore. Besides, I don’t think Emperor Kostan would stop me from getting married.”

	“I’m sorry to hear about your father,” Fishel said as he wove through the bodies to reach the boy. The mother tried to follow, but the other Atal shifted to block her path.

	“It’s okay,” the boy said. “I don’t remember him, though mama says he was a good man. A powerful man. But the reason I was asking about that dirt pile is because if it's a problem, I can move it for you.”

	Fishel got down on one knee in front of the boy. Among the Empire’s upper class, Fishel knew of only one prohibition against marriage. The Emperors had long feared the power of geognosty, largely because the earth mages had no interest in bowing before the throne’s wishes. An earth mage would be very useful right now. Very useful indeed.

	“Why don’t you come with me, lad?” Fishel said. “I believe we should have a chat with his eminence.”

	


Chapter Twenty-Six

	 

	Kostan

	Westpass Garrison

	 

	 

	“IS AVILL STILL sleeping?” I asked as Lilik stepped up beside me.

	The woman nodded. “Not even a waking barrack-full of soldiers could drag her from slumber, it seems.”

	Good. Though I’d need to wake her soon. I wanted her marching with one of the early groups leaving the valley. “And you? Did you rest?” 

	“More than you did, I’d wager.”

	I didn’t have an answer for that, so instead, I turned my attention to the group of men and women I’d asked to meet me. They stood in a loose huddle on the road outside the garrison’s front gate, blowing into their hands to warm chilled fingertips. 

	“We’re out of time. We must have every person out of this valley by dawn tomorrow. I’m looking for final ideas on how to get the horses and supplies through the landslides. We’re sending people onward because we must, but if we leave all this behind—” I gestured at the row of wagons lined up beside the road. “—we won’t last very long. Your Functions were as carpenters and masons, miners and smiths. I hope that together you can devise a plan.”

	Eyes met across the loose circle of tradespeople, and feet shuffled. I glanced again at the wagons and their canvas-draped loads. We needed these things to survive. There had to be a way. Unfortunately, the silence stretched out. No one seemed eager to talk.

	“If we use wood planks to build a road over the top, will it support the wagons?” I asked in hopes that throwing out something would start the conversation.

	One of the men sucked his teeth as he shook his head. “Might, but the horses’ hooves won’t grip wood that steep.”

	My ploy worked. Across the small circle, a man and woman bent their heads together and began to speak in low tones. Some of the builders stood on tiptoes to get a better look at the berm barring our passage.

	I stepped back. “Please devote the morning to thinking about it. I’ll be organizing the next groups setting out on today’s march. If anyone has a suggestion, please bring it to me immediately.”

	As I walked away, Lilik at my shoulder, I sighed. “I wish Savra were here,” I said. “She’s cleverer than me.”

	“Raav used to say that about me, but we just had different strengths.”

	“Whether smarter or just different, I give anything to find her.”

	“I know,” Lilik said quietly.

	Just inside the garrison, Sirez was organizing a group of weary Sharders, assigning them to sections of refugees. She kept glancing at the crowd, shaking her head as if wondering how so many people could be moved. As I leaned back against the garrison’s wall, my head swam. Storms, but I was tired.

	“Sirez,” I called. “Are the wardstones in place?”

	“We’ve got a line across the valley from ridge top to ridge top,” she confirmed. “Two sentries per wardstone. They’ll sleep in a rotation.”

	Good. I doubted a couple of dozen wardstones would hold back an army of Riftspawn, but the tactic would slow any surprise advance. I hoped, anyway.

	As I wearily pushed off from the wall, the sound of hoofbeats snapped me awake. I jogged to a wagon and climbed onto the bed to look down the road.

	Almost unconsciously, my hand brushed the hilt of my scimitar. Whoever this was, they weren’t expected. A group of maybe two dozen riders was coming at a gallop. When they burst into the valley, they reined up suddenly to avoid tramping the milling Provs on the road. 

	I jerked in surprise when I recognized the lead rider.

	The head ferro mage stood, creating a strange clanking sound from his backpack. “Where is the Emperor?”

	***

	“Kostan,” Azar said as she tried to follow the leader of her order into the gatehouse. The man cut her off with a sharp gesture.

	“It can wait,” the man, Hoareld, said.

	Her eyes widened in annoyance as she stopped, arms snapping across her chest in frustration. I glanced back and forth between the two mages but finally gestured for Hoareld to approach the table. With a last glance of admonishment at the apprentice mage, he shut the door in her face and paced to the far end of the room.

	As he cleared his throat, the Prime Protector and Sirez slipped through the door. The Prime paused long enough to glare at the mage to indicate her opinion of their arrival days after the exodus.

	Only the map was still spread across the tabletop. The other parchments had been rolled and tied and were now carefully stowed in a trunk in the corner of the room. A good thing because without warning, Hoareld swung his rucksack off his shoulder and upended it on the table. At least a hundred pieces of black iron tumbled onto the battered wood. There were rings and necklaces, little figurines and candleholders. The assortment clattered to a halt, a couple of spare pieces rolling off onto the floor. Without thinking, I stooped and gathered the stray objects. 

	“I see you’ve brought us some black iron,” the Prime said in a flat voice.

	The mage graced her with a withering glance before returning his attention to me. The ferros had always been a closeted order, holding their secrets close. Still, I didn’t like the way he was carrying himself. Ilishian had been an arrogant man, but in the end, he’d sacrificed himself for the throne. I wondered if the new leader of the order had that same strength of character behind his unpleasant demeanor.

	“I assume you intend to explain,” I said.

	“Before I do, I’d like your assurance that no ferro will be persecuted for our parts in these events,” he said. 

	“Without knowing your parts, I don’t see how I can grant that. However, I can tell you that punishment of past mistakes is not my concern at the moment.”

	He sighed. “Fair enough. I’ll be succinct, then. We ferros have concluded that our use of the Maelstrom-metals may have hastened the… May have helped summon the abominations currently threatening the Empire. But we did not know. I swear that on behalf of every mage who has studied in the Ferro Tower.”

	I met the man’s eyes. No, his brusque manner wasn’t arrogance. He only wished to protect those who followed him. “To quiet your worries, we’re aware of the taint that lies on Maelstrom-metals. You aren’t to blame. If anything, the throne’s greed for power is behind the taint.”

	“I mentioned our guilt because it’s the best way to explain how we can help you. Black iron carries the same corruption that lurks in the souls of the Riftspawn. That, combined with black iron’s ability to negate many types of magic, allows it to affect the beasts in ways that ordinary metals cannot. We captured one. We forged a blade of black iron. The beast died when we sliced out its corruption.”

	My heart sped as I glanced at the array of objects on the table. I didn’t want to speak my hopes aloud for fear I’d misinterpreted his meaning.

	“So we forge blades from this jumble, is what you’re saying?” the Prime asked.

	“That’s precisely what I’m saying. We’ve gathered every piece of black iron we could without running afoul of the Spawn. Each member of my order has brought this much or more. The blades will strike down the Spawn provided the wound would have been mortal with a mundane weapon.”

	Again I took in the objects on the table. This was good. This was very good. Blades that could kill the Riftspawn combined with another Heartstone… my army would have a fighting chance.

	Except, how could we turn rings and candleholders into blades while fleeing headlong into the mountains?

	“Sirez, you said many of the mountain Provs joined Stormshard when you were marching on Steelhold. Were any assigned the blacksmith Function? The garrison has a smithy, but the furnace is only hot enough to soften and reshape blades that have already been crafted. Not to mention, we’re abandoning this valley.”

	The woman was already on her feet. “I’ll go find someone who knows the nearest settlement with a forge.”

	“Good. And you have our deepest gratitude, Master Hoareld. You may have provided what we need to survive this. Now, I feel it’s my duty to stand in command while my citizens begin the day’s march. If you’ll excuse me.”

	“Of course, your eminence. There is something else, however. The second-rank mage, Azar, has news which—”

	Hoareld’s words were cut off when the door burst open. Fishel stood on the threshold, his heaving chest speaking to a quick run to get here. My heart was a sudden fist of fear. Had the Spawn arrived sooner than expected?

	“Your emin—Kostan,” he said. “I believe I’ve found something that will help us.”

	***

	“Please stand back, everyone!” Fishel stood beside me atop the heap of cargo filling a wagon bed. Stamping in their traces, the mule team snorted at the close-pressed crowd of refugees.

	When no one heeded the man’s call, the Prime Protector vaulted up beside us and cracked a short whip. The sound echoed off the valley walls and stifled the sound of the mob. When the Prime was satisfied that enough eyes had turned in her direction, she gestured to the innkeeper, who cleared his throat.

	“Please keep to the west side of the road—that’s the left side if you’re facing me. And no one should be closer to the landslide than the back edge of the wagon. Understood?”

	“What’s going on?” a nearby Prov called.

	As Fishel drew breath to speak, I laid a hand on his arm. Avill’s words kept returning to me. The Heartshard was a focus for my people’s belief in me. Maybe that was finally the answer behind the Bracer of Sight implying that I must be the strong core of the Empire—the more people who had faith in me, the greater power I could bring from the Heartstones.

	Even if not, the people of Jaliss deserved the best I could give.

	“I realize that you’re afraid. You’ve heard that Jaliss has fallen, and you know the Riftspawn army can’t be far away. Our defenses are poor. A line of brave soldiers bearing wardstones is the only thing that stands between us and the Spawn. And now, we’re asking you to remain here a little longer.”

	I waited for a response, but no one spoke. Perhaps they were too tired. The sky had turned pink with the coming dawn. If any of these people had slept last night, they were more resilient than I.

	“We’re fleeing from an enemy many times too strong than us. I don’t know how else to put it. We may be running and hiding for a long time, and we simply won’t survive unless we can bring the wagons and horses through. I’m sorry you must wait, exposed, while we try to clear the way. But I’ll remain here with you.”

	“Clear it how?” a man asked. After a nudge from his neighbor, he added, “Your eminence.”

	Fishel gestured for patience, crouched down, and helped the young Atal geognost up onto the wagon. The child was pale. No doubt he was feeling the pressure after hearing my speech. I crouched down and spoke into his ear.

	“No matter what happens, you’ll leave our situation no worse than you found it.”

	The boy clenched his small fists and nodded. He glanced up at the eastern wall of the valley where a rock pinnacle thrust from the forest. A system of cracks had freed the upper half of the pillar, shifting it outward as if a giant’s mallet had tried to knock the spire apart. The boy closed his eyes, and a shallow wrinkle of concentration appeared on his forehead. His lips worked through silent words as he tried to nudge the overbalanced mass of stone forward.

	A faint rumble penetrated the dawn calm. I squinted, watching the stone outcrop for motion. As soon as the pillar fell, the boy could harness the energy of its motion and redirect some into clearing the debris before us. Or so I hoped.

	The noise stopped, and the boy frowned. He bowed his head, hunched his shoulders, and screwed his face up with concentration.

	Nothing happened, and then, very faintly, the earth began to vibrate with a rhythmic thud. It reminded me of a distant and powerful heartbeat.

	The boy’s eyes flew open.

	“It’s all right son,” Fishel said, laying a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Take your time.”

	Face blank with confusion, the boy slowly shook his head. “It’s not me. It’s not earth energy at all.” He raised an arm and pointed down-valley. Dawn had brought color to the landscape. But for some reason, the shadows that filled the lower reaches of the roadway hadn’t dissipated. In fact… 

	“No,” I whispered.

	The first, desperate shouts echoed up the valley from the wardstone bearers. “Hold them!” one yelled. The others were unintelligible shrieks.

	The mob of Provs panicked. Refugees surged past the wagon and scrambled onto the landslide’s berm. Children screamed and men shouted.

	Shock fastened me in place until the Prime yelled. “Defend the Emperor!” She drew a pair of daggers and leaped from the wagon as a tide of Riftspawn spilled into the valley, darkness washing the slopes as they broken into a shrieking run. Every few paces, they stepped down in unison, shaking the earth with their terrible, rhythmic pulse.

	Beside me, the boy mumbled to himself. His eyes were closed again, his fists balled at his side.

	“No,” I said, gripping his arm. “There are people on the slide now.”

	Too late. With an immense crash, the upper half of the rock spire smashed into the trees below. The air about the boy seemed to crackle with potential. Panicked, I squeezed his arm hard. Harder than I meant to.

	The boy didn’t seem to notice. Still whispering to himself, he raised his free hand and waved it forward. My eyes followed his gesture and widened when the cliff bands above the foot of the valley began to shudder. Dust puffed from cracks and chimneys, the force of the boy’s gnosty rippling up the valley until both slopes above the Spawn’s advance turned to liquid.

	Trees leaned and fell, splintering like kindling as massive avalanches of stone poured down onto the Riftspawn. As the leading edge of the Spawn army raced uphill, the boy cocked his head, raising fins of rock to direct the landslides toward the forerunners.

	A few Provs stopped moving, sudden stones in a river of fleeing humanity. They stared, open-mouthed, at the sight of whole mountains sliding down upon the beasts.

	Only when the figures ran from the garrison did I realize… the thunder and shake of the boy’s avalanches had loosened bonds in another cliff band. High above the garrison, sheets of rock were sloughing off and tumbling downhill.

	Men and women screamed and ran for us.

	In the chaos, three figures dashed out of the garrison’s front gate. Lilik, Azar, and Avill stumbled into the center of the road as the leading edge of the dustcloud gusted over the garrison. The women sprinted forward but stopped when the avalanche of stone drew too close to deny.

	As if to take final comfort, they pressed together in a huddle. A breath later, a hundred wagonloads of stone covered the road where they stood.

	


Chapter Twenty-Seven

	 

	Savra

	Clinging to Azar, Westpass Garrison

	 

	 

	AZAR DODGED BACKWARD when Fishel and Kostan ran out the gatehouse door.

	“Your eminence?” she called to Kostan’s retreating back. Either he didn’t hear, or something more important had captured his attention.

	It’s okay, I said. We can tell him later. He has an Empire to run. 

	“So what do we do?” she asked aloud. Apparently, she hadn’t learned the trick of projecting her thoughts.

	I peered over the wall and spotted Lilik helping the refugees load rucksacks with supplies from piles laid beside the wagons. Tell Lilik—she’s outside wearing my body. You can’t miss the red hair. Tell her you need to speak to her and Avill in private. I want my little sister to know I’m alive.

	After a small amount of cajoling, Azar managed to gather the pair inside Kostan’s bedchamber. Though Avill was still rubbing her eyes and yawning, her shoulders were straighter this morning. Her feet hadn’t dragged on the short walk across the garrison. The solid night of sleep had strengthened her.

	“I don’t believe we’ve met,” Lilik said as she shut the door behind her.

	“Azar. Ferro order. I’m a friend of Kostan’s. Listen—Avill,” the ferro mage said, turning to my sister. “Savra is alive… Well, her spirit lives. She’s here.”

	Avill’s eyes widened and all traces of sleep vanished. “Savra! Where?” She looked around as if her eyes could suddenly pick me out from the air.

	“Near,” Azar said with a smile.

	As the ferro spoke, I watched Lilik’s face for a reaction. Was that guardedness I spied? Was she nervous knowing that I had a connection to the physical realm and possibly a route back to my body? I hated that I felt suspicious, but the unbreakable shield inside my flesh still nagged at me. Why was contact with my body so different than what I’d felt from others?

	“If she’s really here, we may be able to fulfill the Lethin’s hope,” Avill breathed. “I don’t know… there is something I need to understand.”

	“What’s this?” Lilik asked, head cocked.

	Avill shook her head while she chewed her lip. “I—Savra and I come from the Maelstrom. Or as near as people can get. But we aren’t corrupted. It feels like we need to be the ones to…” 

	Her eyes went distant and she started chewing at a hangnail on her thumb. As my sister fell into her thoughts, Azar turned her attention to Lilik. A look of confusion clouded the ferro mage’s features.

	“What is it?” Lilik said.

	Azar’s gaze slid away. “Your spirit doesn’t fit the shape. And it’s… It reminds me of a puppeteer pulling strings.”

	Lilik raised her eyebrows. “That’s a lot to see with just two ranks.” She glanced pointedly at the pair of black-iron rings encircling Azar’s fingers.

	The young mage pressed her lips together. “Our ability is supposed to be in direct proportion to the amount of black iron we wear, but I’ve always believed we had our own sensitivities and aptitudes.” She shrugged. “The magic comes easy to me, anyway.”

	“Maybe you have a trace of spiritism.” As Lilik spoke, I could swear I sensed a trace of nervousness in her voice.

	Don’t answer this aloud, I said. Do you think you can help me back to my body?

	Azar licked her lips then nodded, just a faint twitch of her chin.

	Wait until I say. Lilik’s never given me a reason to doubt her, but I think it’s better to be cautious.

	Again, the nod.

	“Can Savra hear me?” Avill asked.

	“I—yes, I believe she can,” Azar said. “Is that right, Savra?”

	Tell my sister she’s the bravest girl I know. I miss her so much.

	As Azar repeated my words, a faint tremor shook the room. Lilik scurried toward the window as another shake rattled the frame. The women looked at each other in confusion. Another shake. The quaking was rhythmic, like a drumbeat, and growing stronger.

	“What…?” Lilik bent her knees as another tremor passed beneath her.

	Now, Azar! She’s distracted.

	As another low shake rumbled through the garrison, I dove for Lilik.

	Azar’s touch began as a faint brush of a feather against my spirit, and suddenly, I felt squeezed. I couldn’t move. Could scarcely think. I panicked and thrashed against the boundaries. My screams of protest died before they could form.

	“Don’t fight,” Azar whispered.

	“What—oh!” Lilik said as Azar shoved me against her aura. Her spirit was like a suit of steel armor inside my body, and as Azar pressed me against it, numbing pressure spread through me. The area where our auras contacted was a radiating pool of pain. I tried not to resist, but it hurt so much. I was an almond in a nutcracker, ready to pop.

	“Wait!” Lilik cried. At the same moment, shouts filled the garrison.

	“Riftspawn!” someone yelled, rapping sharply at the door. “Escape if you can!”

	“Here? Already?” Avill asked. She’d scrambled to the corner of her cot and now sat with the covers pulled to her chin.

	“Lilik…” Azar pushed me harder, sending agony to every corner of my spirit. “Let go. I can’t get her in if you cling so tight.”

	“But I—”

	Another loud thud cut off Lilik’s words as the quaking earth sent her staggering. And in that moment, something slipped. As if Lilik’s armor suddenly popped, I flooded my limbs, felt the rush of blood in my veins, the giddy sensation of air in my lungs.

	I coughed, fell to a knee, and coughed again.

	“Avill,” I said, dashing to my sister.

	“We have to get out,” Azar said, stuffing a pair of rucksacks with whatever she could lay hands on.

	Snatching Avill by the wrist, I dragged her to the doorway.

	“Wait here,” I yelled to her and Azar as I sprinted into the garrison’s yard. The earth beneath my feet continued to shake, a maddening pounding. I couldn’t make sense of it. But I knew we had to run.

	Soldiers crisscrossed the garrison like ants defending their hill. I caught one by the elbow. “I need a blade.”

	The man looked me up and down. “You should run while you have the chance.”

	“Never mind,” I said, as I ran for the makeshift armory, a shed that leaned against the outer wall. The barrel next to one of the shed’s posts held weapons that needed repair. I snatched out a long dagger with a broken tip and checked the edge with my thumb. Better than nothing.

	“Avill! Now!”

	Still blanket-wrapped, my sister ran from the building with shuffling strides. She carried a rucksack in one hand. Azar followed on her heels, throwing the satchel over her shoulder.

	“Do you know how to fight?” Azar asked me.

	“Hit them with the sharp part,” I answered as I grabbed Avill’s wrist and ran for the gate.

	The sight down-valley nearly stole my courage. A line of dusk advanced up the road, lapping against the slopes on either side. Screams echoed off the cliffs. In a few spots, indentations in the advancing darkness marked the position of the wardstone bearers. Desperate, I backpedaled as, one by one, the line of defenders drowned beneath the advancing wave.

	“Lilik,” someone yelled from within the courtyard. 

	I felt a faint jolt from my bracelet as I whirled toward the voice. A Stormshard fighter ran toward us.

	“I’m not— yes?” I said as I shepherded Azar and Avill back beneath the garrison’s gate.

	“I shouldn’t have kept it in the first place,” the Sharder said. He grabbed my hand and slapped a wardstone into my palm. “The child,” he said, nodding at Avill. “She deserves a chance.”

	I pressed my lips together to contain my emotion. “Thank you.” 

	As we regrouped and readied to dash into the road, a grating sound vibrated my teeth. The entire valley suddenly shuddered. A low roar rose from the bones of the earth, and dust began to sift from the cliffs over the advancing Spawn. Sudden hope caught in my throat as loose stones began to tumble from the cliffs and then, all at once, the slopes gave way. 

	A sharp crack split the air, and I whirled. My blood turned to ice. Above the garrison, an escarpment nearly as tall as Steelhold’s spire collapsed. Time slowed as a mountain of stone plummeted for the garrison. There was no outrunning the collapse. We tried anyway, sprinting a few paces before realization caught up with us. Desperate, I grabbed hold of Avill and turned, hunching over her as if I could shield her.

	I clenched my eyes shut as Avill started squirming. I held tighter, willing a miracle to save us.

	“Let go and give me your hands,” Avill shrieked. “Now!”

	When I didn’t release her, my sister kicked her heel into my knee. I yelped, and she wiggled free of my grip. Quick as a snake, she snatched our hands.

	“Wait—”

	My body felt lighter. Insubstantial. As I stared at my sister, her boundaries began to dissolve.

	And then we were nothing.

	Wind.

	***

	Out of the emptiness came motion. A tugging that brought awareness. Resistance at the fringes of my senses gave form to the others. Azar and Avill skated near me, their pressure wavering as air currents sheared us one way and then another. Crystals of frost prickled as we slid through the moistness of a cloud. High up, so high, wind tossed us on a bumpy river of air, warm and cool pockets that sent us skidding and bouncing. 

	My thoughts were nothing but the capering of a whirlwind. My body was the shape of a Chilltide gust. The sky offered no argument as I flowed through it at the mercy of forces beyond my understanding.

	Like the kiss of down feathers, Avill’s gentle pressure wrapped around me, nudging me between currents. Cooler air dipped and washed us, carrying me downward. A chute of wind tossed me this way and that, my gusts threatening to overspill the boundaries. But with the passing moments, Avill’s feather-touch of guidance became a silk-weight cloak. So softly, she cradled my wind-shape and molded my passage, protecting me from the swirling tendrils of air that wished to spirit me elsewhere.

	Bubbles of warmth past through my shape as I learned to perceive the land below our slip-sliding voyage. I groped for understanding of the flat vastness beneath and my place above it.

	How…? Of course. Mother’s pendant. The Wind’s Gift.

	The more I understood, the more I could make sense of my surroundings. The morning sun waked breezes from the grasslands, waves of warmth tossed upward by the golden expanse. A column of smoke rose from beneath me—us. Soon, I realized we were circling a town, descending slowly. Human scents penetrated my being.

	And finally, like a cloud of butterflies touching down in the tall grass, Avill brought us to rest a few hundred paces from the angular hardness of buildings that cut the air into unnatural forms.

	With a faint pop, my wind-self vanished. I was whole again, human, and—thank the clear skies—in control of my own body. With a deep breath, I savored the sensations: grass poking my thighs, chill air stinging the tip of my nose. I’d never thought woodsmoke could smell so good.

	“Lilik?” Avill asked as she dropped to a knee beside me, shoulders sagging. “I guess it worked,” she said with a watery smile.

	“No, it’s me, Avill! It’s Savra!”

	Her brow furrowed as she swayed and dropped to a seat on her rump. “Did I… put you back?”

	I shook my head. “It was Azar.”

	The ferro mage was sitting in the grass, a paralyzed expression on her face. Of course. Azar had no idea what had just happened. She hadn’t been at the garrison when Avill had arrived, and she didn’t know about my sister’s pendant.

	“Azar?” I asked, crawling over to her. “Are you okay?”

	The mage turned vacant eyes toward me.

	She’ll be fine, Lilik said. Just give her a moment to recover.

	I took a shaky breath. So, Lilik had returned to the bracelet. But only after fighting against Azar’s attempts to restore me to my body. I pressed fingernails into my palms while I tried to decide what to do about her actions.

	Yes, I believe I have some explaining to do, Lilik offered. But perhaps it’s not the time. Your sister…

	Avill’s face was fish-belly pale. Sweat slicked her forehead. As she planted a hand behind her, her elbow buckled. I scrambled for her, catching her torso and propping her on my lap. Beneath half-closed lids, her eyes flitted. “So… tired… Like carrying a pair of horses for leagues.”

	“Avill?” I asked, patting her cheek. I turned desperate eyes to Azar, who shook off her daze and then shrugged.

	I believe it will pass, Lilik said. Magical energy always comes from somewhere. She’s depleted her spark and needs rest.

	At this point, I wasn’t sure I should believe the woman, but I tried to take hope. Bundling Avill close, I broke off stalks of grass that were poking her face and brushed the hair from her forehead.

	“Do you know what just happened to us?” Azar asked.

	“I—yes, I think so.”

	Shouts from the town interrupted our conversation. As Azar stood, I shifted Avill’s weight and pulled the dagger from my belt. I tossed it onto the ground at Azar’s feet then peered over the grass behind her. A group of five men was advancing from the village, and they didn’t look pleased to see us.

	Azar held her arms out to the side as if to indicate she was no threat. “We mean you no harm, friends.”

	“Move away from the others. Now.”

	Azar glanced back at me, confused. The man in the lead nodded. Behind us, grass rustled. Azar’s eyes went wide. She stepped backward as three crossbow-wielding Provs rose from a hollow in the earth.  

	“What’s going on?” I asked as the townspeople surrounded Azar. They ignored Avill and me, narrowed eyes focusing only on the ferro mage.

	They’d forced Azar back around ten paces before one of the townsfolk, a woman, lowered her makeshift cudgel and stepped back to where I sat in the grass. She plucked my broken dagger from the ground and held it out to me, hilt first. “It’s okay now. We have means of controlling the likes of her.” With her last words, the woman turned a glare on Azar.

	“But she’s my friend. We traveled here together…” Storms. Where were we?

	Low voices rumbled around Azar. One of the men stepped forward and placed his dagger against her ribs. I noticed he clutched something else in his free hand, but I couldn’t get a good look at it. Wide-eyed, Azar raised her hands higher and nodded. With a last, desperate look at me, she turned and started marching for the town.

	“Armen,” the woman beside me called. One of the men stopped short and turned around. He nodded when the woman gestured at me, stomped over, and stooped to lift Avill off my lap.

	I clutched my sister tight, prompting a look of confusion.

	“Oh, you poor things,” the woman said, laying a hand on my arm. “Clearly these two have been through a lot, and I believe I see a family resemblance. We won’t hurt your sister, child. Whatever that nasty Atal mage did to you, we won’t let it happen anymore.”

	Understanding clicked into place like the tumblers in a lock. Of course. In Jaliss, Atal and Prov had been forced to come together to fight the Riftspawn. Even if the old hatreds still simmered, survivors from the capital understood we had a greater enemy than each other. But out here in the grasslands and surely in the provinces, too, there’d been no such reconciliation.

	“The mage— she didn’t harm us. She saved my life…” I trailed off when my words only deepened the pitying looks on the Provs faces.

	The woman shook her head and flicked her gaze to Azar’s retreating back. “Still afraid she’ll find a way to punish you for speaking against her. I’m so sorry. We’ll see what we can do about it though.”

	With a grunt, the man, Armen, lifted my sister and started for the town. The woman clasped me under the elbow and helped me stand.

	A fence of sharpened stakes encircled the town’s perimeter. On the far edge of the settlement, ashes and debris surrounded the burned-out husk of a building. Elsewhere, planks had been nailed over windows. In front of many buildings, patches of bare earth stood out conspicuously amongst the stubble of freshly grazed grass. Apparently, the porches had been torn up, their wood repurposed for the fence of stakes or to reinforce doors and window openings.

	Suspicious eyes peered from open doorways, and as we followed Azar’s captors toward a large building near the center of the settlement, more glowering townspeople joined our escort. Most clutched makeshift clubs or rust-speckled blades.

	Avill had passed out, and her head lolled. I kept my eyes off her pale face, afraid that my worry for her would get the best of me.

	At the center of the settlement, a square of trampled earth surrounded the town’s well. I stopped short when I saw the posts planted at the end of the street leaving the western side of town. Nailed high on the thick wooden stakes, corpses in tattered clothing drew flies.

	Five dead men and women hung at the town’s edge. Two had been stripped to their underclothes while the others wore shredded finery.

	“What is this?” I asked.

	The woman curled her lip as she looked up at the bodies. “Too many beasts outside the town for us to keep monsters in our midst. A few weeks ago, we were attacked by nightmares. The Atal lord and his sons hid in their mansion. Meanwhile, the protectors forced us out of our homes and made us fight those things. But when it was done and we’d buried our dead, we made things right.”

	I swallowed, sickened. “The building on the edge of town? The one that burned?”

	“When we grabbed the lord and his sons, the mother and daughter locked themselves in their home.”

	“You burned them alive?” My voice sounded too loud in the morning air.

	The woman shook her head. “Truth be told, we tried to save them. Was the men who’d been cruel to us all these years. The father and his boys both. But the women were kind in their own way. A lamp must have overturned. So much silk and velvet in the drapes. Fine, softwood wall paneling. Went up too quick for any of us to make a difference.”

	I swallowed, too shocked to know what to say.

	“What do we do now, Beashi?” one of the crossbow wielders asked, addressing the woman.

	“About the mage?” she asked. When he nodded, she scratched the back of her head. “The cellar for now. We can be rid of her once we’re sure we’ve cleansed the innocents of her influence.” With her final words, she stared pointedly down the street toward the corpses.

	My heart stuttered. Oh, storms.

	


Chapter Twenty-Eight

	 

	Kostan

	Deeper into the Icethorns

	 

	 

	ICICLES DRIPPED FROM willow branches that bent over the tumbling stream. I broke one free and bit off the end, pressed the cold sharpness against the roof of my mouth. In my fist, the rest of the frigid dagger began to melt as I squeezed. Water leaked between my fingers while I clenched my jaw and inhaled. My hand ached from the cold. I welcomed the pain for the focus it brought.

	I jumped when Vaness shoved through the thicket, knocking the ice free in a tinkling clatter. I hadn’t heard her approaching footsteps over the rushing water. As I stood from my crouch, I tossed the remaining sliver of icicle into the splashing rapids and wiped my hand dry on my trousers.

	“Your eminence,” Vaness said, sketching a bow.

	“Good morning, Vaness.” I tried to keep my expression bland. It was better than showing how desperate I felt inside. Savra… gone forever. I couldn’t even think about it. “What’s the morning’s report?” 

	We’d been marching for three days since Derinow, the geognost boy, had brought down the mountain and saved us from certain obliteration. Three days of aching feet and numb hearts for those we’d lost. Three days of watching over our shoulders and wondering when the next wave of Spawn would arrive.

	“The scouts have reached and returned from the valleys we identified as possible locations for the remaining Heartstones. Both held ruins. But no signs of another Heartstone. I’m sorry.”

	I clasped my hands behind my back. If I’d allowed myself to hope we’d find salvation so easily, I might have been disappointed. “Is either of them defensible?”

	“I didn’t see them for myself, of course. The Sharder scouts say the closer option is as secure a location as we’re likely to find within striking distance. Just the one entrance—the surrounding peaks are impassable, at least by a large force.” She shrugged. “If you’d like my personal opinion, I’d say we have no choice but to commit to the closer location. Make our stand.”

	“I always value your opinion, Vaness. You know that.”

	She swallowed, eyes sliding to the side at the praise. “Thank you, your eminence.”

	“What have you heard regarding the search for a forge?”

	“Sirez says a village two days up Westpass has a smithy. We sent Stormshard representatives ahead with a load of black iron. However, there’s concern that the villagers won’t be amenable to aiding the Empire, even if Stormshard does the asking. We can commandeer the forge by force, but I wasn’t sure if you…” She trailed off, the question obvious in her voice.

	I drew a deep breath. Did I wish to make war against my own citizens? Finally, I sighed. “After every option for negotiation is exhausted, I will allow the taking of prisoners from among the dissenters. No one will be killed.”

	“Fair enough,” she said.

	From upstream, I heard shouts and splashing. I leaned over the creek, stepping a boot onto an ice-slicked hump of rock that broke the water’s surface. Sunlight glinted off the spray. A hundred paces uphill, the stream turned so that the trees on the bank hid what was happening from my sight.

	“Nothing to worry about,” Vaness said. “The drovers were preparing to send the first wagon through the ford before I left to find you. A few of the mules are balking.”

	Of course. Ahead, the road crossed the creek to travel along the opposite side of the valley. I hadn’t realized how much time had passed while I’d been lost in thought beside the stream.

	My boot slipped as I pushed off from the icy stone, and my toe came down in the edge of the water. Glacial melt seeped through the boot threads, and I grimaced. Vaness hid her smirk a little too late. The faint urge to smile at my clumsiness faded before it surfaced on my face. How could I smile after… I swallowed. 

	Don’t think about it, Kostan.

	“How is the road between here and the closer valley? Can the wagons make it?” I asked, reinforcing my mental armor with a focus on details. Logistics. If I could just keep my thoughts on my duty, I wouldn’t have to remember those last moments before the landslide had crushed the garrison.

	“Uncertain. It depends on how surefooted the mule teams prove to be.” Vaness paused, choosing her next words with caution. “How is the boy? His talents would be useful.”

	“Falla has been with him. She’s— she has a knack for helping someone understand the burdens of magic.”

	After stopping the Riftspawn army and burying the garrison, Derinow had slid his attention to the landslides that had barred our path. He’d marched forward as if called by an inner voice, sending refugees sprinting away when they realized his intent. He’d pushed aside the debris, mounding it up in heaps to either side of the road. And then, as soon as the work was finished, the child had sat down beside the road, knees curled to his chest, eyes staring. As far as I knew, he hadn’t spoken since.

	“Should I speak with her about it?” Vaness asked.

	I shook my head. “I’ll speak with her if we have no other choice. But it’s not right to force a child to repeat an act that killed dozens.”

	“Even though it saved—”

	“Yes, even though it saved thousands.”

	“Understood, your eminence.”

	Vaness pushed aside a clump of branches as she prepared to leave but then hesitated. “You said you always welcomed my opinion.”

	“And I meant it. What is it, Vaness?”

	“I can only imagine what you’re going through, your emin—Kostan. No matter how bad it hurts, you need to take care of yourself. You’ve lost weight, and you hardly seem to sleep.” She rubbed her fingertips against her palm, a nervous habit she’d had since childhood.

	I sighed and stepped through the path between the willows. “Thank you for your honesty. I’ll do my best.”

	As I led the way along a faint trail back to the road, the Prime stepped forward to meet us. 

	“You’ve heard the report from the scouts, I assume,” she said.

	“I just filled him in,” Vaness said.

	“We’ll make for the closer valley and hope for the best. Please recall the groups moving toward the second option.”

	She inclined her head. “As you wish. And with your permission, I’ll send a detachment of protectors to begin preparing defenses. We’ll construct a set of walls and trenches at the valley’s entrance then lay out areas for the encampment.”

	“Please ask them to search for likely locations for a Heartstone. Avill...” My throat caught on the dead girl’s name. “Avill suggested that we should look for passages leading below the earth.”

	“Of course. I hadn’t realized that would be likely.”

	“I apologize,” I said, my glance taking in both women. “Both of you. I’ve been… keeping my own counsel the past few days.”

	“I understand, your eminence,” the Prime said. “You are bereaved.”

	I cleared my throat. “Thank you, Prime. And please maintain the rear guard. I can’t say why we’ve escaped another attack these past days, but let’s not count on the luck holding.”

	I stepped onto the road and started for the ford. Indeed, the wagons were now lined up and rolling forward, the teams of horses and mules clopping through the stream where it grew wider and shallow. Though the animals snorted and tossed their heads as the chill penetrated their coats, the wagons made their creaking way across. On either bank, refugees watched the operation as they chewed on cold breakfasts.

	I strode forward, nodding at the drovers and hostlers. Another day of marching. My feet ached just thinking of it. Maybe Vaness was right, and I should take better care of myself. On the near bank, one of Fishel’s deputies was passing out strips of dried meat and—to the children—a few wrinkled apples. I stepped toward her, but my feet seemed to stop of their own accord. My stomach clenched at the notion of food weighing it down. The midday soup might be more appetizing.

	And anyway, why should I eat when my people would soon go hungry? How could I eat when I’d never see Savra again?

	***

	A day later, Vaness pulled me aside as I shuffled along the edge of the road, toes dragging through the last patches of Highsummer wildflowers now gone to seed, their leaves shriveled and yellow. “Either you eat or you ride,” she said. “You’re slowing us down.” Her voice was as uncompromising as it had been during our years as Scions. During our youth, she’d projected a heart of stone and a mind of iron. We all had, back then. We hadn’t had a choice.

	She must’ve known I’d recognize the tone. In her own way, she was reminding me of the person I’d once been. Scion Kostan had commanded the ability to see nothing but duty. He’d been cold. Unfeeling. 

	But that young man was dead. Killed by a flame-haired woman with a heart full of sunshine.

	“Would Savra be proud to see you like this?” Vaness asked.

	I shrugged. What did it matter? Savra wasn’t here.

	“Well, if you won’t care for yourself…” She motioned to a Prov leading a horse. The man trudged forward, lead rope clasped lightly in his grip. Perched in the saddle, a young child clutched the pommel and yawned. When he spied Vaness’ beckoning gesture, he tugged the horse toward us.

	The man sketched a bow. “Your eminence,” he said, touching his brow.

	Storms. She was really going to make the child dismount and give the saddle to me. I clenched weak fists.

	“The Emperor needs—”

	“How do you fare, sire?” I asked, interrupting Vaness as I pinned my gaze to the man.

	“I—Well enough, your eminence. Thank you. Is there—how may I help you?”

	“It’s nothing. I only wished to check in.”

	The man’s gaze slid away when he looked at my face. He couldn’t hide the concern that furrowed his brow. I swallowed, realizing how terrible I must look. If I kept on like this, I’d have no strength left. The refugees would have no Emperor to lead them. I’d fail, and it would be due to my selfish grief.

	But Vaness had reminded me that it didn’t need to happen this way. My upbringing had taught me how to live without emotions—I’d been trained to become an uncaring tyrant for most of nineteen years.

	“If you need nothing, we’ll continue on, your eminence. My son… he’s fortunate to have a place on horseback, but he tires all the same. I’d like to make camp before dark.”

	I raised my chin and fixed him with a commanding stare. “Be well, sire.”

	As the pair moved off, I turned to Vaness. “Very clever. I assume you’ve brought a meal that you’ve deemed adequate for my needs.”

	Wearing the expressionless mask I remembered from her Scion days—and therefore hiding any pride over having finally reached me—she lowered her rucksack from her shoulder.

	My head spun from exhaustion and thin mountain air as I took a seat on a low stone beside the track. Our march had brought us near treeline already, and though it was near midday, a crust of frost still lined the shadows. I turned my face to the sun, its rays as weak as I felt.

	Vaness handed me hard bread, cheese, a flask of honeyed apple juice. I distanced myself from the taste. To enjoy the flavor would chance a return to the fragile, emotional creature I’d become once freed from my Scion’s prison.

	When the meal was finished, Vaness stood, stone-faced, and gestured for me to continue marching. I checked that my mask and emotional shroud were firmly in place and stepped onto the road.

	Ignoring everything but duty, I marched for the valley.

	


Chapter Twenty-Nine

	 

	Savra

	A one-room cottage

	 

	 

	AZAR WAS LOCKED in a cellar. My sister lay on a straw-ticked mattress, pale as the moon. The sun was sinking in the west, and I still didn’t know what to do. I feared to leave Avill’s side, and I was terrified of what might happen to Azar. No one had spoken to me since a young woman with guarded eyes had brought a loaf of hard bread and a pitcher of stale water around midday. 

	I planted my elbows on my knees and rested my forehead on my hands. From outside the small cottage where the woman, Beashi, had left my sister and me, I heard the baas of sheep returning to the village for the evening.  I stood from the small three-legged stool beside Avill’s cot and swung open the window shutter.

	The warm smells of wool and livestock drifted into the room. A river of dirty fleece flowed in front of the window, chased by adolescent boys and girls. The animals’ coats were patchy, their eyes dull. Visible even beneath their wool, their hip bones stuck sharply from their rumps. The herders cast nervous glances back toward the grasslands. There were far worse enemies than wolves and hunting cats on the plateau now.

	Farther into town, the tenders nudged the animals with switches, sending the sheep toward the corrals in the southern half of the village. Finally free of their duties, they hurried back to homes and disappeared inside. No games would be played in the streets this evening.

	I glanced again at Avill, her thin body motionless beneath a threadbare wool blanket. After laying a hand on her shin, I tiptoed to the door. Judging by Beashi’s words, they wouldn’t hurt—kill—Azar today, but I couldn’t leave her in that cellar overnight. I needed make the townspeople understand that the Empire had changed.

	Already, the low angle of the sun had brought a chill to the air. I hesitated in the doorway, worried about Avill. A second blanket was folded across the foot of her bed. I stepped back to the cot and spread the quilt over her.

	“Such a shame,” a woman said from the doorway. I jerked and my knee knocked the bed’s rickety footboard. Avill mumbled something, her head rolling the other direction. I contained irritation as I turned to face the newcomer.

	Beashi looked down at my sister’s sleeping form with pity. “The Atal have no decency. She’s just a child…”

	“I need you to listen to me,” I said. “Azar didn’t do this.”

	The woman sighed and shook her head. As she stepped through the doorway, she glanced over her shoulder and motioned a pair of men forward. They wore simple clothing and dull expressions. One had a piece of dark metal clutched in his hand. I leaned around Beashi for a better look. If I wasn’t mistaken, he was holding something made from black iron.

	“What’s this about?” I asked.

	Beashi tutted. “Poor girl. You don’t even have control of your own thoughts, do you? Well, not to worry.”

	She nodded at the man with the black-iron object, and he crossed the distance between the door and me with a single stride. Before I could blink, he was pressing the object against my shoulder.

	I tried to shake him off, but he grabbed my other arm in a hand as large as a skillet. He outweighed me by at least three times. It was hopeless.

	I craned my neck to look at the object. Yes, definitely black iron. It had been sculpted in the shape of a fish. A single polished ruby had been added for its eye.

	Slowly, Beashi counted to five then nodded at the man who stepped away. “There,” she said. “Better?”

	I shook my head in bewilderment. The villagers must have heard that black iron could protect against magic. Did they think that by touching me with their fish they could undo the enchantment they imagined Azar had worked on me?

	I glanced at the statuette. If I continued to argue with the woman, would they try something more drastic than simply pressing the black iron against my flesh? Earlier, she’d said that they couldn’t deal with Azar until they were sure we were clear of her influence. I didn’t dare pretend there had been a spell upon me. Better to just keep trying to work some sense into the woman.

	“Beashi,” I said, trying to keep my voice even. “Things have changed in the Empire. Those nightmares that attacked you… they’re the true enemy.”

	The man with the fish statuette leaned over my sister’s bed and rested the black-iron charm against her cheek. I fought back the urge to knock his hand away from her. But black iron wouldn’t harm her. No use making more trouble.

	Beashi’s sigh was loud and long. “It seems the spell has sunk too deep. It will take a few more treatments.” She drew herself up as if to project her expertise with these sorts of situations. With a jab of her chin, she directed the men back out the door.

	I gritted my teeth. She’d probably pulled the statuette from the ashes of the mansion. With some creative manipulation of the villagers’ spotty knowledge of magic combined with their hatred of the Empire, she’d made herself into an informal judge and enforcer when it came to our fate.  I fought back the impulse to put her in her place by explaining that, if anything, black iron would increase Azar’s power. That would only make things worse for the ferro mage. Right now, Beashi thought she had the means to control a mage with ease. If I destroyed her delusion, she might decide to eliminate Azar before she could harm the village.

	“I’ll send a girl with more food later,” Beashi said, casting another glance at Avill. A strange touch of sorrow landed on her face and flitted away just as quickly. She cleared her throat. “Before full dark, we’ll try again to free you. In the meantime…” She apologized with her eyes. “I’m afraid I’ll need to post a guard on your door. Just until we can scrub the Atal magic out of you.”

	***

	Back on the little stool, I sighed and looked around the small cottage. A heavy canvas jacket hung from a peg on the wall. In the corner opposite the bed, beside a hearth that had been swept clean of ashes, a man’s tunic was folded over a leather-bound trunk. Aside from a soup pot and hook to swing it into the fire, there was nothing else inside the room. I wondered where the usual inhabitant was before realizing he’d probably been killed in the fight against the Spawn.

	I shook my head. We knew so little about how the wider Empire had fared. People here had fended off a Spawn attack. The survivors had fortified afterward. Did other towns share a similar story, or had this village been lucky?

	Avill moaned gently, her eyelids fluttering. The stool toppled when I sprang to my feet.

	“Savra?” she asked when she opened her eyes.

	“Yes. I’m here.”

	“Water… Please.”

	I filled a tin cup from the pitcher beside the head of the bed and handed it over. She sat up shakily and blinked away grogginess. After a wide yawn, she looked around the room.

	“The town? They took us in?”

	I sat beside her. “There’s a problem. They locked Azar in a cellar. They plan to kill her.”

	“What? Why?”

	“For the crime of being Atal. We need to free her before we start back for the mountains. Do you think you can… I know it was difficult for you to carry us. Can you manage it again?”

	Avill’s brow furrowed as she drained the cup. She blinked a few times while ordering her thoughts. “Savra… We can’t go back to the mountains.”

	“But we have to. Kostan needs me to stand with him.”

	She shook her head. “Don’t you see? Kostan’s fight means nothing if no one confronts the rift at its source. We’re the only ones who have a chance.”

	Her words from before the rock slide returned to me. Something in her memories had made her feel the journey into the Maelstrom was our task. There’d been so much going on that I hadn’t paid much attention.

	I tugged on my braid, not sure what to say. “I don’t have any idea how to seal the breach between worlds. Or how to safely travel into the Maelstrom, for that matter.”

	Avill turned her face to mine, the collected memories of a civilization swimming in her eyes. “If not us, who? The Free Tribes gave me their stories in more than words. I’ve seen how terrible it gets as the flood rises higher. I’ve lived through those last moments before the void opens to swallow the world. If we don’t try, everything is lost.”

	I planted my elbows on my knees and leaned forward. The cot’s rickety frame creaked. “How do we even begin?”

	“We should set off from Numintown,” Avill said with conviction. “That’s best. We’re familiar with the town and the sea.” She set the cup on the floor, fell back on the bed and flopped her arm over her forehead. “If we have to rely on the pendant, it’s going to be a really long trip. If only you weren’t so storm-cursed heavy.”

	The corner of my mouth pulled back. “I might have a fondness for cream-soaked tarts, but I hardly consider myself a large woman.”

	Avill rolled her eyes. “Keep telling yourself that.”

	I sighed, the moment fleeing as I considered the implications of Avill’s assertion. Kostan had to have seen the mountainside come down on the garrison. He probably thought I was dead. Well, he didn’t know Azar had returned me to my body, so technically he probably thought Lilik was dead. Either way, he had to assume we’d never be together again. Journeying south meant I’d lose the chance to tell him the truth.

	I rejected the idea of sending a messenger as soon as it came to me. The Spawn army that had attacked the garrison had been horrifying, but it was only a small fraction of the horde I’d seen on the day we lost the Jaliss Heartstone.  I couldn’t send an innocent courier into the mountains knowing they might run afoul of another band of monsters.

	“You really think it has to be us?” I asked.

	“Seriously, Savra, who else is going to do it?”

	I sighed. She was right. I just hated to admit it.

	“I’ve tried to convince the townspeople to let Azar go,” I said. “But they aren’t listening.”

	“Did you say please?”

	I rolled my eyes. 

	“I was only half-kidding,” she said. “Sometimes you get lost in thought and forget your manners.”

	“I’ve been perfectly polite. But I might have to forget courtesy. Remember my aura-sight?”

	“Yeah, of course.”

	“Well, it turns out it’s more than the ability to accidentally perceive what others are feeling. I have a particular knack for forcing people to do what I want.”

	Avill grabbed a pillow and stuffed it under her head before stretching her legs across my thighs. “You mean you’ve become a bully?”

	I smirked. “Not exactly. Much to my surprise, I’m something called a spiritist. The talent is similar to what the Empire’s mages have, but I don’t need Maelstrom-metals for my power.”

	“Wait, Maelstrom-metals give the mages their abilities? All these years we’ve been mining the sluices to make the Empire stronger?”

	I pinched the bridge of my nose. There was so much to tell her. I’d forgotten how little I’d known when Havialo stole me away. “Unfortunately, yes.”

	“Well, then I’m proud to say I didn’t contribute much. I’m glad it was you that had the knack for finding nuggets.”

	I squeezed her leg just above the kneecap, causing her to snort and kick. “Anyway, if I have to, I can force my will on someone. Aura to aura. They have no choice but to do as I say. If I choose my targets carefully, I should be able to take control of enough townspeople to free Azar.”

	Avill’s face grew solemn, and once again I saw the shadows of an ancient people beneath her childlike features. “You can’t.”

	“I know it’s an unpleasant thing to do to someone. Maybe even detestable. But don’t you think—”

	“You must help them give up their hatred for the Atal.”

	“That’s a noble goal. But they lived for years under the Atal oppression. You know how bad it was.”

	“We changed, didn’t we?”

	“Avill, they killed the Atal lord that lived in this village. They aren’t going to abandon their hatreds because I ask them to.”

	She sighed. “Well, you have to figure it out anyway. If we escape with Azar, they’ll just blame her and say she forced you into it. And we simply can’t leave the situation worse than we found it.”

	“Does it really matter, considering the stakes?

	Avill swung her legs over the edge of the bed and sat up. She’d grown, and her eyes were level with mine as she fixed me with an intense, wide-eyed stare. “It’s critical, Savra. I spoke with the Emperor. He has a special talisman.”

	“The Heartshard. I heard your conversation.”

	“Then you know that to defend the ancient seal components long enough for us to close the rift, he needs the loyalty and love of his subjects. Right now, he might pull the support he needs from the refugees who are traveling with him. But hatred—from anywhere—will weaken the bonds. You can’t leave these people with greater loathing for the Atal and their Emperor. If you do, you change his task from difficult to impossible.”

	


Chapter Thirty

	 

	Kostan

	An alpine valley

	 

	 

	FOR THE NEXT day, I ate every meal, noting only the sensation of fullness in my belly and the energy it gave me to attend to my duties. I met with the soldiers who hurried back and forth along the road, carrying updates on the fortifications and the search for the Heartstone. I slept, arms straight at my side, face turned to the canvas roof of my shelter. I walked at an even pace that assured I could march through the day without tiring.

	When I passed the fresh graves of those who’d died along the way, I stopped to pay respects. The knowledge of their deaths didn’t touch my heart. I was too strong for that.

	It was evening when I reached the high alpine vale where we—for better or for worse—would make our stand against the Riftspawn. The encampment cluttered the upper end of the valley where treeless slopes rose to meet stony ramparts cleaved by shadowed snowfields. Canvas tents stood amongst tundra hummocks and low-growing shrubs. A few central fires burned. Wretched refugees clustered around them two and three bodies deep, pressing shoulder to shoulder to share the warmth.

	Between the flock of tents and the valley entrance, a complex of tumbledown ruins broke from the tundra. Gray granite blocks strewed the spongy ground, many half-submerged in the soil. In a few places, broken columns speared the air. Scattered low walls still stood, marking the outlines of larger buildings long since fallen inward.

	At the entrance to the valley, the Prime’s soldiers had begun work on a set of defensive walls. Men and women trudged back and forth between the narrow entrance cleft and the tumbled ruins. A few pulled sturdy carts, but most carried stone blocks on their backs, the heavy burdens tied on with makeshift slings. When the wagons arrived—if the wagons arrived—they could be broken into pieces, their wooden planks used to build the walls higher and with less back-breaking work. But for now, the builders worked with the only material on hand.

	 I dropped my backpack on a flat stone. After wandering through the rubble of the ancient citadel for a few minutes, I finally located Vaness. 

	“Form a crew to cut timber from downhill,” I said when she turned upon hearing her name. “We need to keep these people warm.”

	“Already seen to, your eminence.”

	“What’s the status of the incoming food supply? Anything from the surrounding villages?”

	“Nothing yet. Sirez sent a woman over the high pass to the next valley. If we’re fortunate, they’ll have mutton to spare.”

	“How and when would it arrive?”

	She shook her head. “They’ll have to drive the sheep down to the spot our valleys join. Two days or more. The same to drive them back uphill.”

	Four days for a chance of more food. Last I’d heard from Fishel, we had just ten days of supply remaining.

	“The black-iron weapons? Any news from the forge in the village?”

	Vaness pressed her lips together.

	“This isn’t the first time I’ve asked you to speak plainly. I do not appreciate repeating myself.”

	She straightened and met my eyes. “The villagers attacked the Sharders once they heard Stormshard had allied with the Empire. You asked that we take prisoners if necessary but insisted that we avoid harming the citizens. The Sharders had to retreat to uphold your second requirement.”

	I hardened my jaw and looked over the valley. I shouldn’t have demanded the representatives treat the villagers gently if I really wished to win this.

	“I’ll consider the punishment for the villagers’ actions tomorrow,” I said. “Perhaps sleep will convince me to spare their lives.”

	Vaness’s face gentled. “Kostan,” she said. It was the first time she’d used my name since I’d Ascended the throne. I winced almost as if slapped. How dare she remind me of the Scion I needed to be, then try to take away that armor?

	She swallowed, jaw hardening when she noted my reaction. “Sirez and Fishel are marching a day behind you, but we will have the full council in place around midday tomorrow. Shall we convene to go over our plans and—if you still believe them necessary—punishments, then?”

	“See to it that they’re notified as soon as they arrive.”

	Vaness nodded. “In the meantime, you should rest.”

	I clenched my fists. The thin leather gloves I’d donned as the air grew chill creaked under the pressure. “I’ll decide when to laze about. I need no advice in this regard.”

	Her gaze dropped. “As you desire, your eminence.”

	I could tell she wanted to say more, but she wisely held her tongue. With a nod, I strode off. The scouts hadn’t found any sign of a Heartstone amongst the rubble, but I would not take their word on faith. At least another hour remained before dark. I chose a destination, a likely hill of rubble, and marched for it.

	Stone grated as I shifted blocks aside. Distantly, I knew the task was futile. Working alone, I would never clear a mound of jumbled stone twice my height. But it was my duty to try. By the time the sun dipped beneath the high ridge, I’d moved a few dozen blocks. I’d found nothing, but sweat pasted my shirt to my back. I avoided looking to either side as I returned to my backpack. I didn’t want to consider the immense scale of the ruins, the sprawl of tumbled stone that could—but probably didn’t—hide a Heartstone beneath its jagged body. Better to think of the effort and the stones I’d moved. They were proof that I’d worked for my Empire. I’d sweated for it. I’d bleed for it if necessary.

	As the light left the valley, deep cold sank into the bottom. After I grabbed my backpack, I stalked for the nearest heap of supplies and sorted through until I’d selected a sufficient meal. I marched across the uneven ground to a hump of weather-smoothed stone and bare earth that overlooked the wall that was being built. After kicking aside a few stones, I pitched my canvas shelter. I half-expected the Prime Protector to attempt to lecture me about camping so far from the designated area of greatest safety.

	Fortunately, no one bothered me.

	***

	Cold seeped into my body from the ground beneath my thin wool pad. No matter how many times I rolled over, readjusting my blanket and the cloak I’d piled atop it, I couldn’t get warm. Rocks, though rounded with age, jabbed my ribs and shoulder blades. Every time I moved, crystals of frost rained down, shaken free from the tent above. I couldn’t help thinking of the refugee families, how they had each other’s warmth. Even in Jaliss, I’d seen the homeless families piled together.

	And despite the hardness Vaness had reminded me I possessed, I couldn’t help remembering the warmth of a narrow double bed in the Graybranch Inn. Savra sleeping, her arm flung carelessly over my chest.

	I rolled again, bunching my rucksack in hopes it would provide a better pillow. It was no use. Most of the night had passed already, and through the open end of my tent, I spied the barest hints of light now paling the eastern horizon.

	The longer I went without sleep, the harder it was to keep my emotions shielded. My control was slipping. Why couldn’t I hold tighter to the shell? I needed my Scion training more than ever. Ruthlessness was easy. Caring was agony. 

	Abruptly, my walls crumbled, struck down by exhaustion. It was just too hard to pretend.

	I didn’t know how I’d go on. And even if I managed it, I wasn’t the leader these people deserved. How could I inspire hope when my chest was a cavern of grief and uncertainty? 

	No, not uncertainty. Fear. The Riftspawn were coming and no matter our delusions, we could not stop them.

	I sat up and clutched handfuls of my cloak, my knuckles going white around the fabric. The approaching dawn gave color to the high peaks, brushing their trackless snow with the barest hint of rose. The valley was too beautiful to contain my despair.

	Gritting my teeth, I threw off my blanket and shoved my feet into frost-stiffened boots. I yanked my cloak over my shoulders and ducked out of the tent, fists clenched as I stared up at the Icethorns.

	As quickly as it had come, the rage drained away. My shoulders slumped. I wasn’t the leader these people deserved—that was true. But no one else was here to guide them. Sighing, I shuffled for the faint trail that led to the head of the valley. The path skirted crumbled walls and crossed a courtyard of square-cut stones that might have once been polished to a gleam, but now were pitted by time. I sighed. The Hunger had left the Lethin’s civilization in ruin. It seemed arrogant to hope we would fare better. Yet my people needed me to try.

	The tents were ghosts against the tundra. From within, I heard snores, rustling, and a few low voices. In the center of a wide circle, far enough from the tents that stray sparks wouldn’t start another blaze, a woman crouched before a fire ring, striking sparks into the tinder.

	She looked up when I approached, her lined face mostly hidden in the shadows of her moth-eaten cloak. The woman nodded a greeting, not recognizing me as the Emperor, then returned to her task. As I settled onto my heels, a spark caught in a bundle of moss and dried grass. She leaned forward to nurture the newborn flame with her breath.

	I thought of the countless times I’d watched a servant kindle a fire in my chambers. Always, there’d been a stiff back, nervous glances in my direction as if a mistake might bring punishment. I knew I should leave the fire before the woman recognized me. She’d scramble to apologize for mistaking me as common—the encounter would probably ruin her morning. But for just a few selfish moments, I wanted to feel this easy companionship with someone who didn’t fear my power.

	When the blaze was dancing merrily in the nest of moss, the woman sat back and began feeding tightly bundled grass and long splinters of wood to the growing fire. A pile of larger sticks rested on my opposite side, and when I judged she was ready, I silently offered her a handful. She took them without speaking or glancing my way.

	Finally, she nodded in satisfaction and took a crosslegged seat in the trampled tundra. The first fiery kiss of the sun lit the peaks above, giving the shadows in the valley a bluish cast. The warm smell of wood smoke wreathed us, a layer of cold air holding it tight to the ground.

	My calves were going numb from squatting on my heels. Somewhat tentatively, I took a seat. I made a mental excuse that it would be impolite to leave without speaking. But speaking would draw her attention to my face. Better that I wait until someone else arrived to distract her.

	I sighed as the fire snapped. The woman grabbed a long stick with a blackened end. She nudged the glowing coals then tutted to herself when the unburnt wood fell too far down and released a shower of sparks and smoke.

	“Could you please grab me a handful of grass, your eminence?” she asked.

	I stiffened. She looked at me expectantly. I jumped to my feet and nearly stumbled as I hurried to rip a tuft of dried grass from the ground. The woman chuckled when I returned and handed over my prize, roots still dribbling soil. She grabbed a bunch of grass in one hand, the root ball in the other, and twisted them apart.

	“Your cloak gave you away,” she said. “But you seemed to want quiet. Maybe even a chance to enjoy the morning before the responsibilities of your position crawl back onto your shoulders.”

	I sat again. The fire warmed my knees. “I hadn’t expected anyone to be awake.”

	“Old bones,” she said. “They don’t rest well. I don’t suppose it’s easy to sleep with the weight of an Empire atop you either.” A hint of a melancholy smile touched her lips.

	“I can’t say it is,” I said.

	“Truth is, I worried if you realized I’d recognized you, it might scare you away.” She worked at the coals again with her poker, and this time gave a satisfied nod when the fire flared. She laid another stick over the crackling blaze before speaking. “And I wasn’t sure I’d get another opportunity to thank you.”

	“For what?”

	“For caring. Few do. We Provs have been on our own for a long, long time.”

	I shrugged, faintly embarrassed by her praise. “It’s my duty to care for every citizen of the Empire.”

	“And your burden. But you carry it well.” 

	I snapped a stick and fed the halves to the fire. With a sidelong smirk, the woman adjusted the position of my contributions. Flames soon licked the dry bark.

	“I often don’t feel capable of the responsibility. Half the things I try accomplish nothing. We’re barely surviving.”

	“You don’t remember me,” the woman said, poking absently at the fire now. “But we spoke once before. Or rather, you spoke. You see, my grandson was throwing a temper tantrum because his mother couldn’t carry him—her back seizes if she bears too much weight. We were struggling to convince him to walk without showing how scared we were that the group would leave us behind. And then you sauntered up. You carried him on your back. Do you remember now?”

	My cheeks heated. “It wasn’t such a difficult thing. He’s lighter than most rucksacks.”

	“You, the Emperor of Atal, carried my grandson for a league. He’s been lording it over the other children since.” The woman snorted. “In any case, thank you. I had three babies of my own. I lost two before they were five years old. Even before the quakes got bad, Jaliss was not a pleasant place for Provs. We never had enough to feed our children. Hard to help them grow strong when their bellies are hollow. And so when my daughter—my only child who survived—when I saw you carrying her only baby to safety…” She trailed off as her voice broke.

	I pressed my fists into the ground, angry all over again at Tovmeil and every emperor who’d come before me. I couldn’t imagine how a young mother must have felt to lose her children while knowing it was her ruler’s fault.

	The woman cleared her throat. “I would have carried him myself even if it left me too weak to continue the journey. I won’t let his mother feel the pain of losing a child.”

	My knuckles dug harder into the ground. “But what if I can’t protect him? This army we face… It’s hard to imagine we have a chance against them.”

	She shook her head and shushed me. “It’s natural to be afraid. And none of us fault you for it, I’m sure of that. But I saw the man you are, and I know you’re strong enough to lead us through this. I believe in you.”

	As she said the last words, I felt a strange warmth against my breastbone. I laid my hand over it. My pulse quickened—the Heartshard had responded to her words.

	The woman was looking the other way, toward the opening of a group of nearby tents. When I followed her gaze, I saw the flaps drop back into place.

	“Would it be okay if the others came out now?” she asked, a little too innocently. “None of us are sleeping well in the cold. I imagine the fire is tempting.”

	“How long have they been waiting?” I asked, eyes narrowed.

	She chewed her lower lip to hide her smile. “Some of them since you walked up. We’re all grateful to you, your eminence. If you wanted quiet, they didn’t wish to disturb you.”

	Sighing, I stood and showed my palms. “You can come out now.”

	A child’s laugh was followed by the sudden rustle of a dozen tent flaps being thrown aside. At least a score of sheepish-looking Provs crawled out and, casting shy glances my way, hurried over to the fire. Children shoved each other in a contest to get their hands nearest the flames only to be shooed back by the woman’s fire poker.

	“We’d planned to break our fasts early so that we can help with the defenses as soon as the sun rises,” the woman said. “We’d be honored if you’d join us.”

	My chest tightened as I nodded. As if in response, the Heartshard grew warmer.

	There was a minor competition over who could convince me to eat the largest portion of their meal. I managed to refuse quite a few of my new friends, but finally gave in to a little girl who claimed she was going to throw her breakfast into the fire if I didn’t take some. My nod and opened palm was greeted by a roar of laughter from the others. That bite of bread was the best I’d tasted since fleeing Jaliss.

	My companions took turns thanking me, sending heat into my cheeks each time. But I sensed that if I refused, I’d only spread my embarrassment around. Instead, I tried to convert their words into the belief that I was worthy of their gratitude. Ever so slowly, I began to have faith. And it must’ve shown, because the straighter I sat, the more easily laughter came from their throats.

	It was like Avill had said. I needed to inspire them and be a focus for their hope.

	When the sun finally slid its golden rays over the fire circle, I closed my eyes. The light felt so much warmer than it had in the last few days, and even though my heart was still hollow with longing for the woman I’d lost, I finally had the strength to go on.

	I stood, shaking the stiffness from my legs. “Thank you, everyone. Your friendship and trust strengthen me more than you know. I lost someone recently, and it made me doubt.”

	“Savra was special,” the grandmother said quietly. “We share your grief.”

	Solemn nods followed her words. I swallowed the hard stone that had formed in my throat, not trusting myself to speak.

	“I believe you will build an Empire worthy of her memory,” a man said. He was young, not much older than me, and had his arm around a woman who glanced at him adoringly.

	“As do I,” a middle-aged woman said. Murmurs of agreement rippled through the gathered Provs, and as their earnest gazes met mine, the pendant grew warmer and warmer against my breastbone. It seemed almost to pulse with energy.

	In fact, I almost felt as if it were tugging me. Urging me toward the ruins.

	Did it mean there was a Heartstone here after all?

	I closed my eyes, hope surging. “Keep believing in me,” I whispered. “There’s something I need to find.”

	


Chapter Thirty-One

	 

	Parveld

	Approaching Jaliss

	 

	 

	AS PARVELD RODE his mount along the final stretch of road leading into Jaliss, he couldn’t help but be awestruck by what he’d accomplished. The once-proud monument to human arrogance had been reduced to rubble and ash. His brethren had torn down buildings, sent splintered timbers sailing hundreds of paces. The wall that had once surrounded the Heights had been flattened, and ragged holes pocked the mansions that still stood. In the long days his forces had waited here for him, they’d driven every scrap of human life from their hidey-holes, extinguishing the pathetic resistance to unity and communion. Flying Spawn now perched on chimneys and sections of walls, sharpening claws and talons on the masonry. Those without wings prowled the streets, a seething, ravaging mass that continued to pound the earth in time to Parveld’s beating heart. 

	The sight banished all Parveld’s frustration from the previous days. True, the surprising loss of his army at the garrison had dealt a blow. But fortunately, Parveld had recognized the value of patience and caution. He’d sent only a small portion of his forces—it had taken no more effort than flexing just a few muscles in his arm. He’d expected to catch the fleeing Emperor unawares, and he certainly hadn’t expected a geognost to interfere. But while the landslide had obliterated his attack force and closed off that particular approach, it had done little to damage Parveld’s power.

	The work he would do here in Jaliss would more than compensate for the loss.

	Already, he felt the potential that simmered in the core of the city. As he rode into the outskirts, his low-slung mount navigating the rubble easily, his certainty grew. This was why the Hunger had urged him to journey north.

	He guided his lizard steed along the ruined street that had once been the Corridor of Ascent. At the end, a passage had been cut through the remains of Steelhold’s spire. Chiseled walls pressed in as he rode into the central area.

	The sight of the fractured Heartstone stole the breath from his feeble, human lungs. To think, even with abilities constrained by his feeble mortal spirit, he’d ruined what thousands of mages had worked together to forge. If there were any need for proof of the power of communion, this was it. Parveld hadn’t even joined with the Hunger yet—the connectedness he felt now was nothing but a hint of his final reward. And still, he’d struck down this first barrier with scarcely a thought.

	He clambered off the warm back of the lizard, inhaling the so-sweet scent of the ooze that sometimes leaked out from between its scales. Over the past few days, he’d taken to lashing supplies over the creature’s furry hindquarters—after running so low on sustenance in his hut along the First Rift, he’d forced himself to remember regular meals. To keep his saddlebags full, he’d been forced to delay long enough to send the occupants of scattered villages across the veil. Now, he was grateful, once again, for his patience. Rather than failing as his body withered, his strength was returning.

	In fact, he felt almost overflowing with the need to do this.

	As he stalked through the rubble to the fractured dome of the Heartstone, his brethren began to filter through the opening into the core of Steelhold’s stump. Whining and moaning, they dug claws into stone, scratched at their own bodies, writhed with need. Some climbed the rudimentary stairs to watch from the low rim surrounding the area. Others slunk close, bellies scraping the ground. They wanted this as much as he did, even if they didn’t understand the precise nature of the Hunger’s command.

	The ancient mages had forged three separate seal components to hold back the ultimate communion. Each part of the seal bolstered an attribute, strengthening the pathetic humans in Mind, Body, and Essence until they’d stood together, strong enough to force back the Hunger with their joined wills alone. Their leader, an enigmatic mage, had provided the focus, but ultimately, it had been the vitality and belief of the people that had expelled the void.

	In his years as a wandering scholar, Parveld had discovered the clues to put together the true history. But he hadn’t been able to solve the puzzle until, at last, the Hunger had helped him understand. Though a faint spark of human pride made him wish he’d uncovered the truth earlier, the discovery would only have made his present work harder. He might have explained his knowledge to the young Emperor. If Kostan knew what Parveld had the power to do, he would prepare for it. Fortunately, the young man was ignorant.

	Cracks webbed the agate dome. Chips marred the surface, the shattered fragments littering the stone. The smallest flakes crunched and broke under his boots.

	Parveld stopped in the center of the Heartstone and closed his eyes. Now, for the test of his dedication.

	Stretching his awareness, he raised his arms and urged his brother-selves to approach. They needed to crowd in, as near to the Heartstone as they were able. Squawks and shrieks echoed through the city as the Spawn jostled against one another, their forms ungainly and awkward. Spikes and jutting claws sliced into neighbors, sending red flares of pain across the web of connections. But as they drew near, crawling over each other, a mass of breathing, thudding desire, Parveld’s sense of righteousness swelled.

	He reached for the tangled mass, tugging at the individual threads in the Hunger’s tapestry. As delicately as a lacemaker tatting a career-capping masterpiece, he bound the threads into a complicated pattern that nearly defied his ability to envision it. In the tiny splinter of his mind that wasn’t devoted to the intricate shaping of the strands, he marveled at fate’s plan. Without his centuries of experience with dawnweaving, he never would have learned the skill for this.

	As the structure took shape, a rough abstraction of the skein of power he intended, he began to fill in the gaps. Each thread had a place, a series of bends and attachments. Each detail must be precise and perfect. The globe of energy surrounding him pulsed with energy, throbbing in time to the stomping of the Riftspawn’s feet. The urge to complete the work grew stronger, tearing at him like no desire he’d felt.

	Still, he kept his careful, artisan’s pace. The Riftspawn began to still, vibrating with the shared need, but no longer clawing and jostling. Only stomping to keep time with Parveld’s thundering heart.

	Finally, the last thread settled into place. The net was complete. As Parveld slowly lowered his arms, the globe of power sank into the Heartstone until the simmering edges aligned precisely with the boundaries of the stone. Each crack in the agate was matched by a line of energy from Parveld’s creation. Dark tangles of Hunger replaced every missing chip. Parveld knew all this without opening his eyes. He felt the resonance as the shapes hummed in perfect alignment.

	“Heal,” he commanded aloud. And with a crackling that echoed over the grasslands, a deep settling in the air around him, the Heartstone became whole.

	Parveld sank to his knees, overcome. He laid hands on the stone and felt its perfect surface. He opened his eyes and nearly gasped at his handiwork. In place of every crack, no matter how thin, lines of emptiness pulsed. But this was not emptiness like the air around him or the yearning in his long-ago heart when Myriall had finally passed from the world. This was the Hunger’s void, that place where everything became the singular whole.

	And it sang to him.

	Parveld drew a deep lungful of air and sucked the Heartstone’s power into his heart. At once, he knew the magic of the Mind had been erased from the mortal world. Given to him alone. Granted by the miracle he’d forged.

	“Now,” he said, “we prepare to march in earnest.”

	


Chapter Thirty-Two

	 

	Falla

	Outside Derinow's tent

	 

	 

	WITH A DEEP breath to armor herself against sniping comments and sullen glares, Falla lifted the flap on the shelter that Derinow shared with his mother and two other Atal women.

	“If I may,” she said mildly.

	In response, Derinow’s mother let out a noise halfway between a growl and a snort. But since it wasn’t an outright refusal, Falla crouched down and shuffled sideways through the door.

	The tent smelled of unwashed bodies and musty wool. Unlike the Provs, the Atal families still hadn’t adapted to the conditions. Rather than air their bedding on the weathered boulders surrounding the camp, they shoved blankets against the frost-dampened walls of the tent during the day. They considered the little rills of meltwater that meandered through the valley to be far too cold for bathing. Especially after the Atal had spent the first days of the march complaining about the immodesty of the Provs who washed in plain sight.

	Falla swallowed back her disgust at the stench and turned her attention to Derinow. She focused her spiritism on his inner thoughts, hoping for an improvement from the past few days of renewed anguish. Unfortunately, now that the march wasn’t consuming his energy, he couldn’t seem to break the cycle of memory. Over and over again, he relived the moments when the landslide had swallowed the garrison. In his mind, the screams had grown louder. Soldiers fell, pummeled beneath the rain of stone, shrieking as they tried to defend themselves from the barrage. Falla had watched the slide. She’d seen a few of the protectors’ last moments, and while they’d been tragic, the end had been quick and mostly obscured by dust. Poor Derinow’s imagination was concocting horrors that hadn’t happened.

	“Derinow,” she said quietly. “Would you walk with me? I found a weasel’s den. If we sit still enough, she’ll come out to investigate.”

	His mother sneered. “Shouldn’t you be figuring out ways to defend us?” She looked to her companions for support, but the women were too meek to offer an opinion. One crawled for the door and escaped into the fresh afternoon air. The mother snorted in disgust.

	“Your son’s happiness is more important to me than any small help I might offer those working on our walls and weapons,” Falla said. “Are you saying you don’t wish him to enjoy the afternoon?”

	The woman flinched as if Falla had flicked water on her face. Though Falla wasn’t one to pry, she’d grown so weary of the attitude that she finally decided to peer inside the woman’s head to see what motivated her. But just as Falla caught the first hint of the woman’s angry thoughts, the contact vanished. Sliced off as if by an axe.

	How? Was the woman a secret metalogist? Falla’s eyebrows rose as she immediately scanned the mother’s fingers for rings. Nothing.

	Again she tried to press her Mind sensing ability into the woman’s head, but nothing happened. She swallowed, groping for her magic. But she couldn’t form an awareness of anyone in the shelter. No one in the vicinity either. What was going on?

	“How did you do that?” she asked, eyes narrowed.

	“Do what?” the woman asked with an annoyed roll of her eyes.

	“I…” Falla hesitated, realizing she shouldn’t admit her intrusion outright. “We’ve spoken much about your son’s geognosty, but never its origins. You wouldn’t happen to have any abilities of your own, would you?”

	“How dare you?” The woman curled her lip in disgust, realizing too late the effect her reaction had on her son. Against the wall of the tent, Derinow pulled his knees to his chest.

	Shaking her head, Falla extended a hand to the child. Right now, the child was far more important than her ability to peer into people’s minds.

	“Make sure he doesn’t catch a cold,” the mother said as Falla helped her son out the door. “Last thing I need is him hacking and sneezing.”

	


Chapter Thirty-Three

	 

	Savra 

	A one-room cottage

	 

	 

	I WOKE WITH a sore neck and sand-filled eyes when sunlight poured through cracks in the cottage’s siding and landed on my face. Groaning, I sat up. Beashi had put on a good act for her fellow townspeople, giving us this cottage and claiming she wanted to expunge Azar’s influence from our minds. But when it came to true hospitality, she hadn’t bothered. The promised dinner had never arrived, and our only bedding had been the thin blankets the home’s former inhabitant had left behind.

	Around dark, she’d presided over another attempt to cast out our evil, and she hadn’t skimped on the guards she’d placed on the cottage. I slipped to the window, cracked the shutter, and peered out. Two men stood uneasily before the door. One was balding, and he kept smoothing the thin tufts of hair that lay across his scalp. The other fiddled with his weapon, a notched short sword with ratty leather wrappings on the hilt. Neither looked pleased to be standing outside our door.

	As I pulled the shutter closed, the hinge let out a squeak. The closer guard, the slight man with thinning hair, snapped his head to look. Sighing, I tugged on the shutter until the edges were flush with the wall.

	Avill yawned and sat up. “Anything changed?”

	I shook my head.

	She curled her lip and swung her feet off the bed. “Then I guess we should get on with the plan.”

	“Are you strong enough?” I tapped my foot nervously. We’d discussed an idea for passing Beashi’s guards before we’d fallen asleep, but I wasn’t entirely keen on it.

	“I wouldn’t suggest it if I wasn’t.”

	I sighed. “Fair enough.”

	Before stepping to the door, I grabbed the rucksack Avill had snatched from the garrison bedchamber during our flight. She’d filled it with a blanket and spare jacket before stumbling out the door. I plucked the items off the bed and restuffed them. The rucksack and its contents were our only possessions. A pathetic tally. But if this didn’t go as we hoped, we’d be glad for them.

	The door opened inward. When I jerked it open, the taller of the guards stumbled into the room, eyes wide over having his backrest suddenly removed.

	“Hey!” he shouted as he caught his balance and whirled.

	“We have no chamber pot,” I said. “The situation has become urgent.”

	The men stood blinking. Beashi had probably warned them that we might ask to leave, but I doubted she’d have anticipated this ploy. Especially since there was, in fact, a pot with a snug-fitting lid stored beneath the bed.

	“I—uh…” the balding guard said.

	“Go fetch one,” his partner said, stepping back onto the stoop and nudging him.

	“Hurry!” Avill squeaked, crossing her legs.

	The man’s eyes went wide, and he sprinted away.

	Anxiety furrowed the remaining man’s brow. He gnawed at the inside of his lower lip. Avill let out a high squeal and grabbed my hand.

	“If you’d let us go around the back of the building, my little sister would be rather grateful,” I said.

	He shuffled. “I’m supposed to keep you under guard. You’re not in control of your minds.”

	“Well, in a moment, I’ll no longer be in control of my bladder,” Avill said loudly.

	I had to slap a hand over my mouth, pretending shock, to keep from laughing.

	The man’s eyes were white around the edges. “Fine. Go.”

	Walking with her knees pasted together, Avill waddled for the corner of the cottage. I stuck close to her heels. Once out of the man’s sight, she sprinted for the back wall. We skidded to a halt, clasped hands, and within two heartbeats, the breeze swept us away.

	***

	I staggered when Avill dumped us rather ungracefully from the air on the far side of town. 

	“Sorry,” she muttered. “Guess I’m still a bit tired.”

	A small child was playing in a square of dirt before his house. I winced, realizing we’d dropped onto the ground right in front of him. Wide eyes gleamed at us.

	“Fly!” he said with a grin.

	Avill nodded. “Yes, fly. But shhh. It’s a big secret.”

	The child’s eyes were solemn as he nodded.

	“Come on,” I said, tugging her forward.

	Avill shuffled behind me, eyes darting, as I marched for the center of town. The morning sun drew long shadows from the buildings and reddened the bodies strung up on the edge of town. I glanced north, toward the distant rise of the Icethorns where scraps of clouds hung over the peaks. Longing tightened my chest. More than anything, I wanted to be by Kostan’s side. 

	But Avill was right. The best help I could offer Kostan was to bolster whatever faint loyalty these people felt for the throne. Afterward, even if the journey was futile, I needed to try to enter the Maelstrom. Perhaps we still had a chance to beat the Hunger. If we survived the coming months, someday I’d find my way back to him.

	The street we followed passed the side of the town hall before emptying into the central square. The hall’s wooden siding was gray and warped. Mud had been plastered into the gaps where the boards no longer fit. The windows were shuttered. A shiver crawled along my skin when I thought about our plan. These townspeople had murdered the lord and his sons. They’d strung the bodies up. As far as I could tell, they felt no remorse for their acts.

	Weeks of fear and isolation had changed these people. I hoped I wasn’t making a big mistake.

	As we stepped into the central square, the front door of the town hall opened. Beashi stepped out, carrying a tunic she was mending. Her eyes went wide with shock as her lips pulled back from her teeth.

	“We wish to speak with your fellow townsfolk,” I said, stepping in front of Avill.

	Her eyes narrowed. “How did you… Never mind. Seems I must have a conversation with the guards I’d assigned to keep you safe.”

	“Oh, clamp your lips,” Avill spat. “It wasn’t our safety you were worried about.”

	The woman raised her eyebrows in offense. Behind her, the door to the town hall started to open, but she quickly stepped back and yanked it shut. “The others in town agree with me. Your minds have been corrupted by the mage. We’ve been discussing alternative methods for cleansing her influence. At first, I thought we should keep her alive until you were free, but now I feel her death may be the only way.”

	The temptation to control her was so strong I could taste it. I pressed fingernails into my palms to keep my aura-sight subdued.

	“Let me speak to the others,” I said.

	I glanced toward Azar’s prison. The cellar door opened beneath a single-story building that fronted an edge of the square.  A simple bolt slid into a housing to secure the doors. In addition, a chain had been looped through the handles on the hatch and a… I rolled my eyes. Someone had wrapped a wire around the black-iron fish statuette and had nailed it to the door. Did no one here realize that Azar was a ferro mage? 

	“Return to the room we so generously provided,” Beashi said, gesturing toward the cottage, “and I’ll send the others to speak to you if they’re willing.”

	Given her evasiveness, it was clear to me that not everyone in the town agreed with the woman. She was working hard to control the situation—and nearly succeeding. By my guess, she’d been inside the town hall arguing for a swifter punishment for Azar when we’d stomped into the central square. But unless she wanted to physically restrain us, she wasn’t going to stuff us back in that cottage. The best way to shake loose her grip on the situation was to do something unexpected.

	“I have a better idea,” I said. “If they wish to express their opinions on my friend’s fate and our treatment, I suggest they come outside now.” I crossed the square in a couple dozen long strides. The hairs on the back of my neck rose as I felt more eyes peer from the town hall’s windows. The hinges squeaked as the door opened, and this time, Beashi didn’t manage to pull it shut.

	I picked up the end of the chain and examined the tangle. It wasn’t locked, just looped. I started pulling links through the doorway’s handles.

	“Wait. She’s dangerous!” Running footsteps beat the earthen square. A man stepped up beside me, and dry washed his hands before snatching my arm.

	Beashi grabbed me from the other side with far less hesitation. Nodding at the man, she yanked me upright. The sun-warmed chain links slipped from my grip and fell back onto the cellar hatch with a hollow thunk.

	“Listen, girl,” Beashi snarled. “We’ve learned that Stormshard toppled Steelhold and removed the new monster from the throne. The Empire is no threat to us now. It’s time for Provs to take what we deserve—and eliminate the filthy Atal. I don’t know if you’re stupid or a victim of her magic, but you will not stop us from getting vengeance.”

	I stood straight. “So that’s what it’s really about. Azar isn’t a threat to you, not with your little fish statue. She didn’t do anything to harm you. But you’d still kill her to get the revenge you want.”

	“Lies. I seek to protect my town.”

	I glared at the woman. Outside the town hall, a small huddle of villagers watched the exchange, but no one stepped to interfere.

	“I know more about Steelhold’s fall than you think,” I said, raising my voice so all could hear. “You’re dead wrong about the circumstances. But you’re right to say the Empire is no threat. Neither is Azar. She is not your enemy.”

	Beashi’s face hardened. “She is Atal and a mage. If you choose to remain a slave to your fear, I cannot change that. But you will not spread weakness in our town. We have thrown off our Atal oppressors.”

	“You have murdered them, you mean,” I said softly.

	She narrowed her eyes and gave my arm a shake. “We defended ourselves. And I don’t regret it.”

	I made a point of running my eyes over the onlookers. Like the man who held my other arm, they wore uncertainty plain on their faces. Beashi and her allies had convinced the town to punish the Atal family, but I didn’t think the decision had come easily.

	“And you plan to murder Azar for the crime of her birth.”

	Across the square, the townspeople began to speak in low voices. Beashi’s lower eyelid twitched as she realized I was getting through to the others. Her gaze darted to the street leading to our cottage. Our guards were trotting toward the square, bearing bewildered looks and a chamber pot.

	“She brought you here by unnatural and unsafe means,” she said with a raw edge to her voice. “Your sister was nearly lifeless when you arrived. That’s more than enough evidence to prove her guilt.”

	Avill drew breath to speak, but I tossed her a silencing glance. They feared magic as much as Azar’s heritage. I didn’t want them to decide to execute Avill for her use of the pendant. Besides, we might need her secret.

	“Let me be clear,” I said. “We came here by choice. Azar is a trusted friend. You won’t take my word as a fellow Prov?”

	A flicker of doubt crossed Beashi’s face, but she squeezed my arm harder, fingers digging painfully into my flesh. “I don’t wish to harm innocent girls, but either you give up on this, or I’ll see you cast out from our village by midday. We have our own children to care for.”

	“Then lock me up with my friend,” I said, chin raised. “I won’t let her bear this alone.”

	Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Avill’s reaction. She hadn’t agreed with this part of the plan, but she hadn’t offered any better ideas. And I had tried to convince the townspeople to reconsider. If my sister still disagreed with the idea, she didn’t show it.

	“I—” Beashi pressed her lips together over her words. I could almost see her thoughts working. She could still cast us out with nothing but a rucksack and a broken dagger. Given what I’d seen of the woman, I doubted she’d feel much guilt. But she had to know she’d lose sway in the village by condemning us to fight the wilderness—and the Riftspawn—alone. She could refuse to lock me up, but then I’d be free to speak to others in the town, undermining the woman’s vendetta against Azar.

	As I slid away from the man who’d grabbed one of my arms, his hands dropped to his side, limp. Beashi’s desperate eyes traveled the square. I allowed my aura-sight forward, inspecting her. Her spirit was tinged with frustration and fear—she knew I was swaying her fellow townsfolk. Ever so gently, I wrapped a tendril of aura around her and fed her uncertainty. The frustration roared forward, eclipsing her attempts to think rationally.

	“Fine. Cling to your enslavement,” she growled. “That fish contains her evil, but once you’re inside her domain, I won’t protect you. She can turn your mind inside out, for all I care.”

	She stared at the gathered onlookers and nodded at a young woman whose aura went white with shock over being singled out. No doubt Beashi chose her for that reason. She didn’t want to risk being disobeyed.

	“Open the hatch,” Beashi commanded. “Everyone, be ready to force the mage back if she’s stupid enough to try to escape.”

	The girl swallowed. After a moment, she shuffled across the square, fists balled. Others followed in a loose huddle. The girl grunted as she tugged on the chain to free it from the handles. The free end swung down and smacked her shins. She winced before dropping it into the dirt. With shaking hands, she slid the bolt free and tugged the door open. A square of light fell on the stairs. In the far corner of the small earthen room, Azar shifted.

	“Savra,” she whispered, “don’t do this. I can handle myself.”

	“I refuse to leave you down here alone.”

	“What about the sister?” a man asked. I turned to see Avill chewing her thumbnail, brow creased with worry.

	“Lock me up too,” Avill said, dropping her hand to her side and marching forward. She shoved a grown man aside in her quest to reach the stairs. As my sister descended into the cellar, Beashi huffed and shoved me forward.

	The stairs had been cut from the raw earth. Warped planks had been laid over the top of each step to protect the edge of dirt from disintegrating. The boards wobbled under my feet as I descended. Once I joined my sister and laced my fingers with hers, the door dropped over the entrance, sealing us in darkness.

	“Well,” Azar said, “I hope you have a plan.”

	“A vague one,” I answered. “But I think it will work.”

	She snorted in faint amusement. “Perhaps your ideas will solidify before they decide to murder us.”

	


Chapter Thirty-Four

	 

	Kostan

	Upper end of a high valley

	 

	 

	VIEWED FROM THE upper valley, the system of ruins proved to be far more expansive than I’d judged the day before. I jogged through the springy tangle of ankle-high shrubs along the vale’s western slope, hoping to get a vantage that revealed all parts of the site. Vaness had said the ruins had been thoroughly searched. But hadn’t we lived in the fortress atop Steelhold for centuries without ever knowing what lay inside the spire?

	Judging by the lay of the foundations, this had been a small city. Something like the geognosts’ monastery, perhaps. A rather large area to search, but I ignored that. Just like I ignored the fact that the structures didn’t appear to have been constructed for war. There was no central keep, no area where the walls had been thicker. But there had been an organization to the site. Many of the walls radiated from a central area as if narrow alleys had once converged in the middle of the ruins. In fact, when viewed from above, the area of smooth stone blocks that I thought had tiled a courtyard seemed more like the floor of a central hall. Avill had said the seal had been forged by mages. Maybe this central building had been their guildhall.

	Or maybe I was just deluding myself.

	My body felt heavy with the lack of sleep as I trotted down the slope, turning sideways in places to move faster and spare my knees the shock. Still, the flood of anticipation kept the blood pumping through my veins, and I patted my cheeks to bring life to my mind.

	I vaulted a portion of the wall that guarded the building I thought of as the guildhall and stood in the middle of its gleaming stone, wondering what to do next. Pry up blocks the size of a small room to look underneath them? I fell to my knees and laid hands on the floor, brushing away grit and lichen. I cocked my head and closed my eyes, alert to any changing sensation from the Heartshard. 

	Nothing.

	“That’s an interesting pose,” Sirez said as she stalked through an opening in the ruined wall.

	I stood, brushing my hands on my pants. “Vaness said you wouldn’t arrive until midday.”

	“I intended to stay back, but when Fishel got tired of me trotting back and forth along the column like a puppy, he suggested I hurry on and help with the fortifications.”

	“If it’s heavy labor you’ve come for,” I said. “Feel like lifting stone blocks three times your weight?”

	“It’s nice to see you able to joke again.” She clamped her lips shut for a moment as if regretting reminding me of my loss. “Sometimes it’s the only way to avoid despair, yeah?” she finished quietly.

	I inclined my head. “I’m doing all right, considering. But I mean it about the work. Perhaps not quite so heavy as I suggested at first, but we may have some rubble to move. Are you up for it?”

	She cast me a skeptical glance. “Depends.”

	“I know your Sharder scouts searched the area thoroughly, but—”

	“But you still think there’s a Heartstone here?” she asked with a raised brow. 

	“It’s here. I know it.” My firm words—or maybe my belief—seemed to awaken new power within the pendant. I laid my hand over the Heartshard, chasing the sensation. A connection existed. It was faint, a gossamer thread, and I couldn’t tell the direction. But I knew for certain that the Heartstone was near.

	“Kostan?” Sirez asked.

	“I have a strange request,” I said. “I’m going to close my eyes and I’d like you to lead me around the area.”

	“Just… around? No destination in particular?”

	I shook my head. “Not yet. I’ll tell you.”

	“Well, I suppose you are the Emperor.”

	“And since you’re such a loyal subject, you won’t declare me a madman.”

	“More or less,” she said, taking my elbow.

	Despite her teasing, Sirez took her job seriously, walking cautiously and warning me of stones I might trip over.

	“You’re using that necklace, aren’t you?” she asked.

	I nodded, concentrating hard. The last ten paces seemed to have strengthened the connection. “Turn a square corner here if we can. To the right.”

	“Uh…”

	She sounded very uncertain. Did that mean I’d asked her to walk me into a wall?

	“What’s the problem?” I asked as I opened my eyes. “Oh.”

	I sighed. Before us lay the largest jumble of stone in the valley. From above, I’d marked this area as the possible ruins of an apprentice dormitory. Or maybe a storehouse divided into dozens of small rooms. Nothing with great significance. Still, I couldn’t ignore the feeling of connection between the heap and me.

	“Gather everyone who is strong enough to work today,” I said. “We’ll take this stone down to the bulwarks so the labor isn’t wasted if I’m wrong. But I don’t think I’m wrong.”

	***

	Mid-afternoon, the first glimpse of red agate peeked from beneath the pile of granite, we stopped carting the stone to the foot of the valley and instead began to build a wall around the area. Down inside, I knew this defense would do as little as the fortifications we’d constructed around the Heartstone in Jaliss, but it felt wrong to cart away the walls that the ancients had built around their creation. Better to honor their work.

	I crouched on the edge of the stone, palms against the slick agate. With eyes unfocused, I could almost sense the illusory cavern, those pillars of stone where I’d confronted Parveld. But without a threat near, I couldn’t fall into the vast chamber. 

	I stood reluctantly, doubts swirling. It seemed ignorant to assume I’d fare better against Parveld next time. But what choice did I have? Better to try, though we’d likely just prolong the end. We still had no plan to close the rift at its source. According to Avill, without managing that, a final victory was impossible.

	“Kostan,” Falla said, arriving on the scene. 

	I turned toward her, surprised to realize I hadn’t seen her since I’d arrived in the valley. I gestured to the exposed sliver of Heartstone and smiled. “Maybe we have a chance after all.”

	Interest flickered on her face, but it quickly vanished, displaced by furrows of concern.

	“Falla?” I asked. “What’s wrong?”

	“I’m not sure,” she said. “But I wanted to speak—”

	Her words were cut off when someone nearby shouted in excitement. “It’s a door!”

	A door? I trotted over, dodging the beginnings of the dry-stacked stone wall, to where a Sharder was clearing rubble from the far side of the mound. Lichen and moss and a millennium of soil had nearly turned this half of the rubble pile into an ordinary hill. But as the Sharder plunged a pickaxe in, prying away sections of earth, I saw what he meant. A black passage opened into the low hill, and the shaft of light that penetrated fell on hewn stone. My breath quickened. 

	The Lethin built beneath the earth as well as above.

	We wouldn’t know without exploring, but somehow I believed there would be space for the refugees underground. No more exposure to the freezing night air. When the Riftspawn came, the citizens of Jaliss would have sturdy walls to protect them. I closed my eyes. If only Avill had lived to see what her words had won us.

	The Prime insisted that soldiers precede me down the stairs. I tried to argue, but she fixed me with a stare that suggested I shouldn’t brave her wrath. With torches raised, the protectors descended. And descended. And descended.

	By the time a shout echoed up the staircase, I’d begun to wonder whether the staircase had a bottom.

	“It’s safe, Prime.”

	With a nod, the Prime fell in beside me. Even after her soldiers had checked the area, she wasn’t taking chances. The smell of pine resin from the soldiers’ torches curled up the stairs, joined with the smoke from our blazing branches, and swirled up to the entrance. As we descended, the air warmed and grew more humid. Memories of the cavern collapse that had wiped out Evrain’s Shard rose, but I swallowed back that fear, telling myself that a thousand years hadn’t brought this passage down. It was unlikely to fall now.

	When we neared the bottom of the staircase, I was surprised to notice that the pool of light from the soldiers’ torches hadn’t advanced. As I set foot on the cavern’s floor, I realized it wasn’t caution that had stopped their progress.

	It was awe.

	The chamber before us was so immense, I could scarcely comprehend the scale. The ceiling arched up and away, the peaked vaults just hints in the darkness. Tile mosaics colored the lowest sections of the vaults, the barest glimpse of the majesty that surely hung above us. The walls themselves were intricate, covered with relief sculptures, pocked with countless alcoves and niches. Diamonds of red and purple and yellow tiled the chamber floor, the colors only hinted at in the glow of our feeble torches.

	My footfalls echoed and echoed again as I stepped into the center of the hall. As I advanced, the Prime called up the stairs, “We need lanterns down here. Right away!”

	I turned a slow circle, taking in the unbelievable architecture. Five hallways opened off this first room, shadowed promises for more wonders ahead. At least a quarter of the refugees could fit in this chamber alone. I guessed there’d be no problems with space once we explored the extents. It was more than I could’ve hoped for. I sat on the floor crosslegged and held my torch high.

	This was something we could defend.

	


Chapter Thirty-Five

	 

	Savra

	Locked in a root cellar

	 

	 

	AT SOME POINT, huddled in the corner of the cellar with Avill leaning on one of my shoulders and Azar on the other, I fell asleep. When I woke with a start, the motion caused the earthen wall to dribble soil into my hair. Gently, I extracted myself from beneath my sleeping companions, laying Avill across Azar’s lap and nudging the mage until her body slumped against a sack of potatoes on her opposite side.

	A thin stripe of moonlight fell across the floor to a set of bare shelves. Edging along the wall, I ran my hands over roots and soil and a few barrels and half-full sacks. Out of curiosity, I rocked the barrels. Most were empty. As prisoners, I doubted we’d be fed regular meals. Or any meals at all.

	I sat on the bottom step and stuck my wrist into the light. The bracelet holding Lilik’s and Raav’s spirits glinted, traces of the moon glowing on the etched lines of their long-ago island home, Ioene.

	You said you had explaining to do, I said across our bond.

	From outside, I heard the chitter of a late-season grasshopper. Avill snored softly. Lilik held her silence for a long while.

	I do. But to tell the truth, I’m not sure what to say. I’m ashamed, I guess.

	So it’s true, I said. You held onto my body on purpose. All those times I tried to return, you prevented it.

	The woman sent a trace of remorse curling into me. Yes, I suppose I did.

	Then tell me why I shouldn’t just leave you here in the cellar?

	Because I couldn’t sense your attempts. I felt nothing—consciously, anyway—until you and Azar… Until the two of you assaulted me.

	Assaulted? It took all my willpower not to rip the bracelet off my wrist.

	Yes, to me it felt like an assault. It hurt. I felt like—like I was trapped between a ship and the dock when the waves came.

	At least it worked.

	Yes, we can be glad for that.

	Can we? I asked. You just admitted that you were trying to keep me out.

	I was. I realize that now. But I didn’t know then, Savra. Not until Azar bludgeoned me with your spirit. At first, I couldn’t understand what was happening. There was just pain. I was terrified. Finally, I realized and could force myself to let go… 

	Strange. To me it felt like you accidentally let go when the rattling earth distracted you.

	I don’t have a good way to prove what I’m claiming. But I am being honest with you. I was both horrified and shocked to learn what I’d done.

	The splintered wood of the step wasn’t very comfortable. I scooted forward onto the packed earth of the floor. Sighing, I rubbed my forehead while trying to think. Lilik’s claims didn’t make sense. I just don’t get it. How could you not know you were keeping me out?

	Have you figured out why you can’t cross the veil without the ferros’ rod?

	No. But I don’t see how that’s related.

	When you were first exploring your Essence magic, you discovered an inner resistance to hearing the voices of the dead. As a child, you’d shut them out because you feared to learn that your father was dead. Actually, I think you’re still afraid. The rod was a tool. It helped you get around the barrier you built. But the resistance is still there.

	And?

	The woman sighed. I didn’t know I was resisting you in the same way you can’t consciously feel the barrier you’ve put between yourself and part of your spiritism.

	I chewed the inside of my lip. As much as I wanted to strike back with an argument, the truth in her statement struck too deep. No matter how hard I tried to control my emotions, some were beyond my power to leash. After hundreds of years of imprisonment, Lilik had suddenly been given a flesh-and-blood body. If it had been me, could I claim that there would have been no hidden resistance to the idea of giving up life again?

	Once you felt Azar trying to push me back, you still resisted.

	As I said, I didn’t know what was happening at first. Perhaps if you’d warned me…

	I pulled my knees to my chest. I didn’t want to tell her that I’d asked Azar to take her by surprise because I was worried she would fight us.

	Ah, Lilik said. I see.

	I’d forgotten she’d become so adept at reading my thoughts.

	But I was right to worry, I said in my defense.

	Yes, but I didn’t cross centuries to help you just so that I could steal your body. I didn’t know, Savra.

	Tell me this, I said. If I have to spirit walk again, do I need to be afraid that you’ll shove me out?

	I can’t. Not while you keep a link to your flesh. But if Parveld were to sever your connection again, yes, I would take hold. And tides willing, I’d remember myself next time. If I can recognize the resistance, I can defeat it.

	I sighed. I guess I should have asked Azar to warn you.

	And I should have been more vigilant about my selfish cravings. Can we move forward from here, though? Can you trust me?

	Could I? I’d like to think so. As I considered my answer, I heard a faint scuffing noise from outside the cellar. I sat up straight, cocking my ear.

	Focus on your situation, Lilik said. We’ll talk later.

	Metal clicked against metal, and—one slow link at a time—the chain slid free of the door handles. My chest felt cold. There were two reasons someone might open the cellar in the middle of the night. We were either being rescued or eliminated.

	I scrambled across the floor and shook my sister and Azar awake. As they sat up, disoriented, the cellar door swung open. The sudden square of moonlight felt blinding after the darkness. I pressed my back against the wall as I fell into my aura-sight.

	Hatred and fear swam in the aura of the person descending the stairs.

	***

	Avill squeaked when the newcomers came near. All three wore dark cloaks that hid their features.

	“Make another noise and we put daggers through your eyes right now,” Beashi hissed as she slid aside the shutter on a lantern and bathed the area in flickering light. Exposed by the glow, her henchmen stepped back. They each held blades. I didn’t doubt they intended to use them.

	I raised my chin and stared pointedly at each of them. The hints of shame in their auras, purple-black tendrils, deepened. Beashi’s spirit, on the other hand, seethed with hatred. I’d rarely seen such anger. If we had no other choice, I’d take control of her first—I doubted anything would sway her opinion on the Empire.

	“Well?” Beashi hissed, glaring at her henchmen. “Gag them and bind their wrists.”

	The men scuttled forward, but before they drew within a pace of us, Beashi snatched their shoulders. “Fools,” she whispered before pulling something from her pocket. “Do you want to spend the rest of your lives as her mindless slaves?”

	My spine went stiff when I glimpsed the dark luster of black iron. I should have realized she’d bring the storms-cursed fish. As a tool to contain Azar, it would be useless. But I remembered all too well the rigid iron collar I’d worn while imprisoned by Stormshard. My spiritism had been useless.

	As the lead henchman approached, the fish’s ruby eye winking in the lantern light, I slid away from Azar, nudging Avill as I went.

	“Bind them together,” Beashi said. “Wrist to wrist. It will be easier to manage them.”

	The second henchman sidled forward to force Avill and me toward the ferro mage. Azar shot me a glance, begging me to act. I didn’t know what else to do. I formed an aura-lance, pierced Beashi’s spirit, and took control.

	“On second thought,” I forced her to say.

	Too late. A shove from the man sent me sprawling. My heel caught and I stumbled. My arm brushed the fish statuette. The momentary contact with black-iron severed my link, sent my aura whipping back into my skull. I swayed, dizzied, as darkness fringed my vision. Consciousness retreated to the corners of my mind.

	“Yeah, boss?”

	Beashi coughed. “Never mind. Get this over with. Now.”

	A rough hand on my arm jarred me back to awareness. The man dragged me upright, growling as he lashed my wrist to both of Azar’s then dropped the fish statue into a deep pocket in her tunic. Next, he dragged Avill over and bound her wrist to my other arm. A filthy gag pressed between my lips. I reached for my aura-sight. Nothing. The negation must have traveled through Azar’s body to impact my ability.

	Across the small cellar, Beashi’s glare arrowed into Azar. Fury blazed in her eyes. The woman thought my compulsion was the mage’s doing. 

	With a grunt, the men tugged us forward. Avill stumbled and nearly fell, squeaking and breathing hard through her nose. 

	They dragged us up the stairs and into the moonlit square. Before leaving the shadow of the building, Beashi stopped and raised a finger to her lips. To enforce her command, one of the men pressed a dagger into my ribs while the other moved to threaten Azar. At least they’d left my sister alone. Once Beashi was sure we hadn’t been noticed, she set off in the lead.

	They marched us through the town, beneath the reeking corpses of the Atal, and into the moonlit grasslands. A narrow road cut through the waving grasses, bending north toward the shining crest of the Icethorns. The evening was warm for Chilltide, with breezes smelling of hay. My thoughts raced as I reached for the knot binding my wrist to Azar’s. If I could just break contact with her, I could fix this.

	But the rope felt like steel under my fingers. I couldn’t budge the knot. Once we’d passed beyond the boundaries of the town, the dagger had left my ribs. I examined the henchmen, wondering if I could somehow grab a blade from one of them and manage to slice through the rope. I’d never been very quick, and with Avill tied to my other hand, more likely I’d pull us into a heap on the ground. Gritting my teeth, I marched on. There had to be something we could do.

	 We walked for maybe a quarter of an hour before Beashi called a halt. 

	“You can remove their gags. Begging won’t help them, and no one can hear them scream from here.”

	Azar and I spat but said nothing as the rags left our mouths.

	“Savra, help us,” Avill squeaked as soon as she could speak.

	“I can’t,” I said, glancing at her pendant. “What about you?”

	She shook her head. The fish must have negated the power of the Wind’s Gift as well.

	Awkwardly, I turned and laid my cheek on top of her head. “Be brave, sweet one.”

	I expected Beashi to sneer at the tender moment, but a flicker of something else crossed her face. Remorse? Grief?

	“So, you’ve decided to kill us before the others overrule you,” I said. Now that we’d stopped moving, the night air sank through my clothing. Avill shivered and pressed close.

	“I must protect my people,” Beashi said.

	“From what?” my little sister spat. “From me?”

	Again, that flash of emotion tightened Beashi’s features. Something had hurt her. Deeply. She swallowed and glanced at her henchmen as if to gather strength. “From anyone who sides with the Atal. I gave you and your sister every opportunity to reject the mage’s control. But since you are determined to stand with her, you’ll share her punishment.”

	The woman nodded at a henchman who stepped forward and laid his blade against Azar’s throat. The ferro remained silent, eyes fixed on a distant point.

	“No last words?” Beashi sneered. “If you begged, you might even spare the lives of the innocents you’ve enslaved.”

	“I am no threat to you,” Azar said quietly. “I wish no harm upon any citizen of the Empire. Atal or Prov.”

	Beashi snarled, shaking her head. “Lies.” She glanced at her thugs. “The sooner this is done, the sooner we can return to our beds.”

	The dagger-wielding henchman swallowed and rotated his grip. I gritted my teeth and twisted hard against the rope binding me to Azar. She winced but said nothing.

	A drop of blood beaded on her throat.

	“Get on with it, Reld,” Beashi growled. I noticed she wasn’t looking at Azar directly. Despite the tough act, she was a coward inside.

	“You lost a child, didn’t you?” I asked. “Maybe she was around my sister’s age. Maybe you blamed the Atal lord and his sons.”

	Rage twisted the woman’s face. “You shut your mouth. Say anything more and your death won’t be quick.”

	The blade at Azar’s windpipe wavered. Still, the mage stood rigid, gaze unfocused. I finally recognized the pose. Azar was trying to use her powers.

	“What about your friends here?” I asked. “How did you convince them to turn from simple shepherds to murders. They didn’t—”

	I broke off when Azar’s eyes snapped open. She stepped back, leaving the blade hanging in the air. The henchman licked his lips and advanced to rest it against her flesh again, but not without clear reluctance. Azar ignored him, her attention fixed on Beashi.

	“Teval wants you to know this won’t bring him or your daughter back,” Azar said in a calm voice.

	At the name, the thug inhaled sharply. He lowered his blade and backed away, eyes wide. I glanced at the dagger, once again judging whether I could get hold of it and slice the bonds.

	Beashi’s throat worked, producing words that didn’t escape her lips. Her fingers curled and straightened. Finally, she blinked and narrowed her eyes. “Someone told you the names of my family.”

	Azar shook her head as a purple glow rose from the pocket where our captors had shoved the black-iron fish. Staring, the henchmen backed away farther.

	The trinket rose from the folds of fabric, spinning in the air. It whirled faster and faster, throwing out light that began to take the form of a human figure. Azar bent her head in concentration as the image of a young girl materialized over the road. With yells of fear, the henchmen took off running for the town.

	“Stop!” Azar yelled. “I mean you no harm.” When their steps slowed at around a hundred paces distance, she turned back to Beashi. “I am sorry beyond words for your losses. Your family misses you. They want you to know that.”

	In front of the mage, the child’s figure nodded.

	“How?” Beashi managed, her voice scarcely audible.

	“The throne has always been secretive about the powers of the metalogists. And my order is among the least known. Suffice to say, black iron is the source of my abilities. It’s my conduit to the spirits. The trinket didn’t cut off my magic. It made it stronger. Strong enough to do much more than creating an image of your daughter.” For the barest instant, the image shifted into a glowing dagger before returning to the shape of Beashi’s child.

	The woman stepped back, eyes flitting. “But in the cellar, you… You took control of me. Forced me to speak. Your grasp vanished when they bound you with the iron.”

	I sucked in a breath to admit my ability, but Azar interrupted. “Was it the iron that stilled my ability?” she asked. “Or did I wish to give you a chance to repent of your own free will?”

	Beashi’s face hardened. “You wished to humiliate me in front of my dead family. And then?”

	“I had no such desire.”

	“Let us go,” Avill said. “We never wanted to hurt you, can’t you see? Atal and Prov need to stand together now. The flood is here, and we are your only chance to seal the breach.”

	“Flood?” Beashi asked, pointedly glancing around. 

	“The monsters that attacked you,” I said.

	The woman’s eyes narrowed. “The Atal are the Empire’s true monsters.” Her eyes darted nervously to Azar’s conjuring. The glowing figure had faded to a faint shimmer as the black iron sank toward the road.

	Azar cast her eyes down, shaking her head. “Please free us. We have work to do.”

	As Beashi’s lip curled, it dawned on me that Azar had removed the black iron from her body. It no longer negated my magic. I plunged into my aura-sight. Colors leaped to life before me, Beashi’s spirit a complicated whorl of grief and anger and shame. 

	I considered taking control again but didn’t see the need. I doubted Beashi retained enough sway with the henchmen to command our deaths. Instead, I hoped to convince her to change her view.

	“I am going to show you something,” I said. Before she could respond, I shoved an aura-lance through her. But rather than explode my power inside her spirit, I extended just enough barbs to hold her in place. I started shoving memories across the link. Forcing her to see.

	Kostan sat across from me at a table in the Graybranch Inn. It was the evening I’d returned from seeing the Prov boy beheaded in the Jaliss lockup. I sent Beashi my pain and my horror. I forced her to see the reaction on his face, the words he’d spoken to comfort me.

	I sent her images of him standing together with Stormshard, defending the city.

	I made her feel the explosion of warmth in my heart when he’d told me his hopes for the Empire. She witnessed his worry over the refugees. The sweat slicking his back and shoulders as he swung the pickaxe at the boulder blocking the road. 

	I showed her my desperate longing to be by his side. Forced her to watch with me as he picked a crying Prov boy from the road and carried him for hours.

	As I shoved more and more recollections across the link, I released the barbs that held her rigid. Beashi fell to her knees. Finally, when I could no longer stand to remember because deep in my heart I feared I’d never see him again, I withdrew my aura.

	“That’s your Emperor,” I said softly. “That’s what it looks like when we forget our old hatreds and work together.”

	Beashi said nothing, her jaw slack.

	“Your daughter wants you to know she forgives you for being mad,” Azar said quietly. “But revenge won’t bring her back.”

	Head bowed, Beashi put her face into her hands. After a moment, she stood and stepped forward to work on the knots binding us. “Explain to me why you came and what you need.”

	


Chapter Thirty-Six

	 

	Kostan

	An underground city

	 

	 

	OVER THE NEXT days, I learned to adjust my sense of scale. We knew the final seal component, the last Heartstone, must be somewhere in the vast system of chambers and corridors, but the search would clearly take time. The deeper we delved into the city beneath the mountains, the more wondrous the chambers and hallways and buildings became. Structures lined avenues, just like they would in an above-ground city. In one district, shops had been cut from the stone. The lower stories held shelves and stone benches while the upper rooms seemed to have been intended for living space. In a few of these buildings, we found our first real traces of the Lethin.

	A glassblower’s shop held vases and faceted crystal bowls. A pot of sand still stood beside the crucible. In a potter’s studio, there was a stone wheel which rotated like an axle in a cart, and somehow after all these thousand years, it needed no grease. The deeper we went, the more preserved the chambers. At first, we found wooden chairs that crumbled when moved, tapestries too fragile to touch. Farther down, a wooden table bore the weight of a scout’s rucksack without splintering. Deeper still, a whisk broom had escaped the ravages of time, its straw wrapped by a wire and fastened to a handle of polished wood.

	Then we found the forge, and I began to imagine we could win this. Our blacksmiths, one from the garrison and one from amongst Stormshard’s ranks, started work immediately. Chunks of strange black stone had waited in a metal bucket beside the furnace. After carting down load after load of wood, one of the curious smiths tossed a bit of the stone into the forge’s iron belly. When I stopped by a few hours later, they were still shaking their heads over the rock that burned. Meanwhile, a trio of high-ranking ferro mages set up in a room across the corridor from the forge. They guarded their work with a concealing curtain and a handful of bored mages of low rank. Through some means I didn’t understand, they removed the previous enchantments from the iron they’d brought into the mountains, delivering objects one at a time to the forge.

	The stack of black-iron blades grew, and weaponsmiths added guards and leather-wrapped hilts before sending loads to the soldiers waiting above. After two days, most of the black iron had been repurposed into blades and arrow tips. When the mages summoned me to their chamber, I was confused to see that they’d disenchanted everything except the candleholders and lanterns.

	“Your eminence,” Hoareld began, “we thought these might be of use—”

	“Of course!” I said, understanding. “They will be a tremendous help.”

	Though I’d spent my youth in halls illuminated by ever-burning candles, I’d taken the constant light for granted. I’d never really grasped how much quiet work the ferro mages had done to improve life in Steelhold. After I’d Ascended the throne, I’d learned of their power first-hand when an assassin had leaped at me, prompting black-iron defenses to send lightning arcing through the man’s body. But until now, I hadn’t appreciated the lanterns glowing in the hallways, the goblets that kept Highsummer wines chilled, and even the black-iron fountain with its constant hiss of sand in the courtyard. Those things had made a hard existence more comfortable, yet the ferros had worked their magic with little interest in seeking admiration or even gratitude.

	“I’ll send Vaness right away. She has a head for logistics and planning and can find the best spots for permanent illumination. Make sure she reserves a few lights for the scouts exploring the lower city. We have reason to believe there may be another Heartstone far below ground.”

	“As you say, your eminence,” Hoareld said. “If you don’t mind, we’ll retire for some much-needed rest after we speak with her.”

	I blinked, only now taking in the drawn expressions on their faces and the puffy areas beneath their eyes. “Have you not slept since we…”

	“Not since the scouts discovered the forge, your eminence,” the man said with a slight bow.

	“Go, please. Vaness can wait.”

	As they shuffled to the door, I moved to the stone counter where they had arrayed the enchanted light sources. Touching one was like returning to my childhood. It had been a cruel and cold life, but it was the only beginning I had. No matter what happened to me after this, at least I could be grateful that Savra and Fishel and all the friends I’d made had taught me the true value of companionship.

	I stopped by the forge to check with the blacksmiths. They reassured me that, unlike the mages, they’d set up a rotation. Molten metal and lack of sleep simply didn’t mix. My concerns eased, I left them to their work.

	At a crossroads in the area that I’d come to think of as the merchant’s district, a fountain spouted from the wall and into a basin which drained through a stone grate. I splashed water on my face before heading back toward the surface. In the upper chambers, Provs had begun to settle into niches and alcoves, claiming territory with bedrolls and the few keepsakes they’d carried into the mountains. Around half still preferred to remain above ground despite the cold. I felt sure they feared a collapse, and I didn’t blame them. I wouldn’t force them to enter the city, though the warmer temperatures might help with their rattly coughs and shivering flesh. I did insist on a plan for getting everyone underground when the Spawn came, though.

	I slept aboveground for a different reason. When the enemy came, I would be ready. 

	I emerged from the stairway in the feeble warmth of late afternoon. Following my habit of the last few days, I turned for the foot of the valley and our first line of defenses. The first wall was simple, an earthen mound set with sharpened stakes. The second was a dry-stacked stone barricade the height of two men. After enough timber had been cut from the forest below, chained to mules and dragged uphill for firewood and fortifications, we’d closed both walls over the roadway, sealing the valley. Lone travelers and scattered refugees coming from distant settlements could still approach, but they needed to skirt the defenses, a time-consuming process that left them exposed.

	Without mortar to bind the stones, the Prime feared the inner wall wasn’t stable enough to risk placing soldiers atop. Instead, a string of wooden towers behind the wall provided vantage for our archers. Each expert marksman would have two dozen arrows tipped with black iron. Compared to the size of the horde we expected, they would do little more than give the advancing army pause when the creatures—or more likely, Parveld—noticed the lethal nature of our weapons.

	With good fortune, a pause would be all we’d need to get me to the Heartstone.

	“It’s almost done,” the Prime said when she spotted me climbing one of the towers to inspect the work.

	“We’re more fortunate than I expected,” I said. After the attack at the garrison, I’d dreaded each day, certain that the next assault would come. But not only had we reached the valley without even a glimpse of the Riftspawn, we’d had enough time to get defenses in place.

	“No doubt if we’d convinced the astrologers to flee the city, they’d now claim the stars had granted us a boon,” she said with a wry smirk. I got the feeling the Prime put little faith in astrology.

	“The final black-iron work is almost finished. The smiths will move on to any repairs to our ordinary steel next.”

	“I’ve assigned ferro weaponry to the front lines. The soldiers are sleeping in shifts and each knows who to deliver their blade to before resting.”

	“Any news from the lookouts?”

	She shook her head. “Nothing. Until sundown, we’ll still have the advantage of communicating with mirrors. If they come in the night, we’ll have less warning.”

	“We’ll hope they come by day, then.”

	Something over my shoulder caught the Prime’s attention. “Hey, protector,” she called. “Make sure you divide the arrows equally.” She cast me a questioning look. “If there’s nothing else…

	“By all means, see to the preparations.”

	As she trotted off, I climbed down from the archer’s tower and followed one of the newly trampled paths uphill. Around a hundred paces behind the towers, the trail reached the first of a set of fallback positions. The soldiers had dug a semicircular trench, and a waist-high wall guarded the uphill edge of the ditch. Around a dozen of these small fortifications stood between the outer wall and the Heartstone. Once the archers’ arrows were exhausted, if I hadn’t yet taken control of the battle via the Heartstone, the soldiers would retreat through the locations, holding each as long as possible without taking heavy casualties. With the black-iron blades and the advantage of high ground, we’d hold back the Spawn far better than we had in other clashes.

	Finally, after checking a few of the fallback defenses, I trudged back toward the underground city. I brushed fingers over the low wall surrounding the Heartstone. If the Spawn reached this position before the citizens and soldiers took shelter underground, it seemed unlikely we’d win. But it wouldn’t come to that. Over the last hours and days, Stormshard had been drilling with the aboveground refugees. Every man, woman, and child knew where to form up to enter the safety of the city. Each should have a rucksack packed with anything too precious to leave behind. We couldn’t allow delays while a child searched for her favorite doll or an Atal woman grabbed the food she’d been hiding.

	Sirez was waiting outside my tent, crouching on her heels and whittling absently with her belt knife. “Is everything in order, your eminence?”

	“As best I can tell.” I scanned the area around my tent, at a loss for useful work. “Though it feels there should be more I could do.”

	“How would you feel about a bit of sword practice, then? An old blade like me needs extra work to keep sharp.”

	I raised a single eyebrow. “You sure you want to do that? I have you know that the palace weaponmaster gave up dueling me when I was seventeen. He claimed we Scions needed to work out our aggression on one another, but I think he knew I’d beat him.”

	“That’s the thing. We heard plenty of rumors about the skills of the Empire’s prized fighters. And seeing as you managed to make allies of us before we had the chance to test ourselves, I thought a friendly bout or two might put rest to the gossip.”

	I snorted. “Just go easy on me, okay?” 

	


Chapter Thirty-Seven

	 

	Savra

	Beashi’s house, grasslands settlement

	 

	 

	DAWN BROKE OVER the grasslands as I neared the final sentences of my missive. The letters were shaky, and the poor-quality ink had left some words darker than others. My words were persuasive, though. Even I could sense they’d have an effect. I spoke from the heart, relaying the memories of Kostan and the battles he’d fought for us. It had taken the better part of the night to compose my thoughts, and through the long hours, Beashi had stood by, her face lined with grief and acceptance.

	I dipped the quill to finish the message.

	 

	Emperor Kostan believes in us. He sees the nobility that lies in our human hearts. The threats are grave. Our future is uncertain. But with Prov and Atal standing together, we can reject the darkness. If we are to succeed in closing the rift, it will be through your honor and faith.

	Go south. Chilltide comes and monsters stalk the northern landscape. And whatever happens, please devote the next weeks to caring for one another.

	 

	Signed,

	Savra Padmi. Scribe for the Atal Empire. Prov from Cosmal Peninsula.

	 

	Blowing on the parchment to dry the ink, I set the quill aside and nodded to Beashi. The woman hurried through the front room of her house where Avill and Azar slept together on a narrow bed. Birdsong drifted into the small home when she opened the door and let herself out.

	I sat back and waited, lightheaded from lack of sleep and my hunch-shouldered posture. A few minutes later, Beashi returned with the town’s scribe and courier.  As one of the few mid-sized settlements on the plateau, the town had once been a hub for communication between Jaliss and the rest of the Empire. The situation was fortunate because both Functions had the necessary skills to duplicate letters.

	“We’ll make ten copies,” Beashi said. “The horses are being readied.”

	“How long?” Though we could travel now, I wanted to stay until I knew the messages had been sent out into the grasslands.

	“Long enough for you to rest. Will you leave the same way you… arrived?” She swallowed when she finished speaking. 

	“We’ll go on foot for a short while,” I said as I yawned and shuffled for the front room. I didn’t have to see the relief on her face to know it was there.

	My sister and Azar looked as if they could sleep through an earthquake, but still I tiptoed to the bedside and lowered myself quietly to the floor. Our rucksacks had been returned to us; I pulled one over to pillow my head and fell into darkness.

	A wet finger wormed its way into my ear, and I sat up squawking. Avill laughed. “Ready?”

	I grimaced. Covering my index finger with my sleeve, I made a vain attempt to dry my ear canal. “I think I’d rather travel alone.”

	“Too bad,” she said, sticking out her tongue.

	I sat up and scrubbed the sleep from my face. “Are the letters ready?”

	Azar was already moving about the room. When I climbed to my feet, she hurried over and grabbed the rucksack I’d been using as a pillow. “The horses left an hour or so ago. We should be off, too. It’s nearly midday.”

	I yawned and stretched. “Did you check the other copies?”

	She nodded. “Now we just have to hope the riders can reach other settlements. Your message… It’s powerful. I think it will work.”

	Well, at least we’d accomplished one thing. “Now all we have to do is find a way into the heart of the Maelstrom to seal a rift that a thousand mages couldn’t close.”

	“They did close it,” Avill said, a hint of indignation in her voice. “The seal held for a thousand years.”

	I laid a hand on her shoulder. “I know. I should have said that if the Lethin didn’t believe they could close the rift at the source, it seems awfully arrogant to believe I have a chance. Especially when I have no idea how to seal a breach between worlds. That’s all.”

	“They didn’t all believe they should forge the seal from afar,” Avill said.

	I perked up. “Really?”

	She blinked as she sorted through the Lethin’s memories. “There was a woman, Nevyn, who disagreed with the mages’ council. She strongly believed the breach needed to be closed at the source. When no one listened, she left on her own to attempt it. But no one ever found out what happened to her.”

	I helped my sister up. “Why didn’t you mention her before?”

	“It’s hard to know which stories are important when there are so many stuffed in your head,” she said with a shrug. “Anyway, I know nothing else about her plan. The others laughed her claims off as delusional.”

	“Why do humans have such a habit of ostracizing those who speak out?” Azar said.

	“What’s ostracizing?” Avill asked as she accepted her rucksack from the mage.

	“It means casting people out,” Beashi answered as she stepped wearily into the room. She carried a wrapped bundle in her arms. “Often because they have a different opinion than the group. Or even because they were born to particular parents.” 

	The woman met Azar’s gaze as she held out the bundle. “Food. As an apology for my actions, it’s not much.”

	Azar accepted the package reluctantly. “Apology accepted. But are you sure you can spare it? We saw your stores…”

	“We’re planning to head south as Savra suggested. Can’t carry everything. And anyway, according to your claims, we won’t live long enough to starve if you don’t make it to the Maelstrom. If you succeed and we’re still alive come Deepwinter, we’ll figure something out.”

	“Fair enough.” Azar tucked the bundle into her rucksack. “And thank you.”

	“Are we ready?” I asked, pulling my cloak over my shoulders.

	The others nodded.

	Once outside, we headed south onto a rutted track that snaked between low hills. The townspeople turned out to wish us well—some of them anyway. I gathered there was still some disagreement on whether we should be trusted. I just hoped the reluctant ones would come around. Added to the effect it would have on Kostan’s strength, they’d have a much better chance of weathering the changing season in the provinces.

	Once out of sight of the town, I tried to take Avill’s rucksack.

	She darted away from me. “Definitely not.”

	“Why?” I asked. “You’re the one who has to carry us south.”

	She snorted. “And since you already weigh more than a pregnant cow, I’d rather not add to the burden. I don’t feel the weight when it’s on my back.”

	“A cow, huh?” I rolled my eyes. “Fine, carry your own storms-blasted pack,” I said, giving her light shove.

	“Hey! Do you want me to drop you off in some Aniselan bog?”

	“If you do, I’ll track you down and feed you a meal of bog slime.”

	She stuck her tongue out at me then giggled. Azar’s lips twisted in amusement. 

	Avill stepped off the road and checked that she couldn’t see anyone from the town. “Ready?” she asked, laying a hand on her pendant.

	“Not really, but—” I began before she squeezed her eyes shut and snatched our hands. Moments later, I was circling toward the heavens, drifting on waves of air that rose from the sun-heated grasslands. Wispy clouds waited high above to welcome us, and as I felt the first touch of frost, Avill’s wind-self enveloped me.

	We streamed away, gusting south over the plateau. A chill north wind swirled along with us, carrying the promise of the dying season. I relaxed and let myself be buoyed along.

	A pregnant cow… as if.

	


Chapter Thirty-Eight

	 

	Kostan

	Wandering through ancient ruins

	 

	 

	A STORM CREPT over the ridgeline, shrouding the high peaks and sending snow-laden gusts swirling into the valley. As the air grew colder, more refugees packed up their tents and carried their belongings into the echoing halls. I paced the edges of the aboveground ruins, hands stuffed into thick leather gloves and tucked into the folds of my woolen cloak. The walking warmed my core, but my nose and toes were numb.

	The cloudy skies ruined our ability to communicate with signal mirrors. If the Spawn came now, we’d be caught unawares. Nonetheless, a part of me wished they’d get on with it. We’d been in the valley for close to a tenday. The small herd of sheep from the next valley had arrived, but they were fewer and scrawnier than I’d imagined. With each passing day, tension grew. People were irritable. Soldiers argued over minor details. Even the members of my council went about with glowers darkening their faces. I kept Avill’s words close to my heart and did my best to present a hopeful face to everyone I met. My people needed me more than ever.

	But most mornings, I struggled to rise from my bedroll.

	My feet scuffed over a patch of bare stone that punched through the tundra. Squinting against the wind, I turned a corner where the stub of a chimney capped the remnants of an ancient hearth. Through the flurries, I spotted Vaness approaching. She wore fur-lined mitts and a heavy padded cloak, and the chill pinked her cheeks.

	“What is it?” I asked when she drew close enough for me to notice the lines of concern on her face.

	“It’s the sheep, Kostan. A few wandered out of the valley overnight. We followed their tracks, but they seem to have been picked off by hunting cats.”

	I sighed. If the Riftspawn didn’t arrive soon, the local wildlife would starve us out of our safehold. “Let’s call the council early,” I said. Over the last days, we’d formed a habit of meeting around midday. A ritual more than anything. Most of our decisions had already been made. 

	“I’ll see you back there when you’re ready,” she said, whirling on her heels and trotting off. Like my other advisers, she recognized my need for these silent walks. They helped me forget the distractions, Savra foremost among them, that would otherwise keep me from being the Emperor my people needed. Like my daily sparring with Sirez—the confounded woman defeated me twice for each of my wins—I’d come to depend on the routine.

	The wind blew harder as I made my way back, sending fingers of snow swirling above the reds and browns of the Chilltide-darkened tundra. When I returned to the Heartstone and the tent I’d pitched beside it, the others were standing in a circle, stamping their feet and blowing on fingers.

	“Let’s meet in my tent,” I said. Once we were inside, I pushed the itchy hood of my cloak off my hair and scratched the back of my neck.

	“I assume Vaness already told you what happened to the sheep. How much food do we have left, roughly?” I asked.

	“Five days. Maybe double that if people have been hoarding.”

	Storms. That wasn’t much, and with the chill here in earnest, we’d need even more to keep warm. I was going to have to force the stubborn refugees to move underground.

	“Seems crazy to hope the Spawn will arrive before our supplies run out,” I said.

	The Prime shrugged. “We thought they’d be here long before now. I think we should prepare for more surprises.” 

	“You’re right, of course. So what are our options?”

	“We should start with rationing,” Vaness said. “We’ll keep sending out hunters in hopes they get lucky. But even if they don’t, we can stretch to half-again what I estimated.”

	“At the expense of our fighting strength,” the Prime commented.

	“She’s right,” Sirez said. “Hunger means slow wits and weak bodies.”

	I clenched and unclenched my fists. Blood was returning to my toes, and they ached fiercely. I gritted my teeth and tried to think through the pain.

	“I hate to make this sort of choice but cut the rations for the adult refugees. Keep full meals for children and soldiers. We’ll give that three days and reconsider if our situation remains unchanged.”

	“What of the sick?” Fishel asked. “They need their strength to recover.”

	I thought of the trail of grave markers stretching between our valley and Jaliss. “What do you think their chances are? In all honesty.”

	Fishel drew a deep breath. “Poor.”

	I knew I should sacrifice the weak to save the strong, but I just couldn’t bring myself to say it. “Leave them on full rations,” I said with a sigh. “We’ll reevaluate that in three days as well. And make sure the Body spiritists are free to tend them.”

	Vaness nodded as she pulled her ledger from her satchel. She uncorked a small vial of ink and began scratching out new calculations.

	“What else is there?” I asked. I hoped someone had another concern to discuss, but not because I wished for more problems. Mostly, I didn’t want to continue my patrol in the cold.

	Falla was plucking at a stray thread from her trousers. Pressing her hand flat as if to still her nerves, she looked up. “There’s something I’ve wanted to tell you, Kostan, but I worried I was somehow mistaken. Something is wrong with my magic.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Well—” She stopped short at the mournful wail of the alarm horn. My councilors’ spines went rigid as the tone stretched out. Two short blasts followed.

	My belly turned to ice. One long, two short. The Riftspawn were here.

	***

	I crouched in the center of the Heartstone. The wind had stopped. Fat snowflakes fell like a rain of feathers, melting where they landed. Water soaked my cloak’s hood and dripped in front of my eyes. I threw it off my hair and then, annoyed, yanked open the clasp and tossed the sodden garment behind me.

	An eerie silence filled the valley as I returned to my crouch and laid my palms against the slick wetness of the Heartstone. The Provs were filing through the entrance to the city. Through the white haze, they were a column of shadows stretching up and out of sight.

	From the walls and the first line of defenses behind them, and occasional shout or clang of metal hinted at the preparations. But the falling snow muffled the sounds, and they arrived almost as if from a dream.

	I closed my eyes and felt for the connection between Heartshard and Heartstone. The link was a bond of warm steel. Radiating out, I sensed the other lines of energy joining me to my people. Their beliefs strengthened me and my ability, and likewise, I gave them the fortitude and bravery to meet this battle.

	At the distant edges of my awareness, I sensed the Spawn as they staggered and shambled and sprinted up the valley. The rhythmic trembling of the earth was still faint. I couldn’t yet enter the Heartstone’s cavern; the abominations weren’t yet close enough.

	But soon. Soon, we would end this.

	I waited, tense, as the pounding in the earth grew stronger. Cold droplets trickled through my mop of hair and chilled my scalp, and for a moment I wondered if I’d been a fool to throw away my cloak. But then the alarm blew again, three short blasts that said the beasts were truly upon us.

	“Loose arrows!” the muffled sound pressed through the falling snow.

	I fell into the Heartstone. The cavern opened around me.

	As before, massive pillars stretched into shadows above. My feet clicked as I followed veins of agate toward the center, the lake of red stone where I would defend my people. As I drew closer, I rotated my wrists and shrugged my shoulders in preparation. I spotted something strange, threads of darkness inside the branching veins on the floor. The change probably symbolized the ruined seal in Jaliss. Yes, as I neared the central arena, the darkness became more apparent. Thick fracture lines ran across the stone. Worry twinged, but I pushed it away. I had the support of my people now. That was enough to compensate for the lost seal component. More than enough.

	I strode into the center of the red circle, shoulders back and strong. The sword appeared in my grip. Its blade glinted as if wet. I raised the weapon and waited.

	Silence pressed in from the far reaches of the chamber. I strained, searching for shadows moving between the pillars. My ears waited for the moans and wails of the Riftspawn. But still, the calm lingered.

	I turned a slow circle, knees bent in readiness, blade guarding against a sudden strike. The silence seemed to hang above me, an axe ready to fall. Still nothing. Where were the Spawn?

	Tentatively, I edged toward the nearest pillar, sidestepping to peer behind the massive column. No shadows moved, no footsteps disturbed the chamber’s peace.

	“Afraid, Parveld?” I asked. My voice was startling in the otherwise unbroken silence. “I’m waiting for you.”

	Still nothing.

	I jogged to the far side and squinted through the forest of pillars. When I nudged a toe off the circle of agate, the sword began to lose substance, fading in my grip. I quickly backstepped.

	Why hadn’t my enemies appeared? I was supposed to raise the shining warrior and strike down the Riftspawn like stalks of wheat. What did their absence mean? I was suddenly desperate to know what was happening outside the Heartstone’s cavern. Were my soldiers dying while I waited in an empty chamber? Had the refugees made it to safety?

	I ran my free hand through my hair while I made another slow turn, scanning the chamber. With my mind, I groped for the link that would lead me back to the physical realm. With a mental lunge, I latched hold of my connection to the snowy valley and tugged.

	“Hello, Kostan.” Parveld’s voice rolled through the chamber. I slapped away my link to the world beyond the cavern.

	“Are you ready to finish this?” I asked.

	“That depends on you. Does your eagerness for a conclusion mean you’re ready to surrender the seal?”

	“You won’t have this Heartstone. You can’t make me falter this time.” I held my sword high. The vitality of everyone in the valley poured into my spirit.

	“I don’t intend to weaken you again.”

	“Then where are your monsters? I’m ready for them.” I dropped into a deeper combat stance, free hand out for balance, blade defending my face and chest.

	“We should talk before this goes any farther, my friend.”

	“We were friends once. Not anymore. Not unless the man inside the beast can cast off the madness. Are you in there anywhere, Parveld?”

	“I want to spare you pain.” As he spoke, Parveld’s voice seemed to circle me. “Bloodshed is unnecessary.”

	“So it’s you who has decided to retreat?”

	“You know that’s impossible. Our fates were written long ago, but we can still be masters of the details. Lay down your weapons and welcome the Hunger. Cede me the Heartstones.”

	“And allow our world to be consumed?”

	“Not consumed. Joined in glorious communion.”

	“You’re delusional. Mad to the core.”

	Parveld sighed, a deep, reverberating tone. “You’re not ready for my truths, it seems. Very well. I’ll give you another choice.”

	My palms were starting to sweat. I gripped the sword’s hilt tighter.

	“You can’t fight my brothers and defend your people at the same time.”

	“I fighting to defend my people.” I planted a foot and pivoted around it, scanning the stone forest. I hated that Parveld was toying with me. But without an enemy to strike, I could only make sure I kept focus.

	Parveld chuckled. “I’m sorry. I can see how my statement could be confusing. But you see, when you failed in Jaliss and lost the first of the seal components, you opened the way for someone more worthy to claim its power. I’ve changed, Kostan. You’ll be surprised at what I can do now. Listen…”

	I did everything I could to close my ears to the sounds that abruptly penetrated my cavern. Men and women were screaming. Steel clashed against steel. That wasn’t right. Unless… had the Riftspawn taken up blades?

	“As I said, I wish to avoid bloodshed. I have no desire to hurt the lowly mortal sparks that gather around you. But I won’t risk my brother-selves unnecessarily. The Riftspawn will own this valley soon enough. For now, your soldiers are fighting a strange battle. Wait here in isolation, and eventually I’ll give you the monsters you’re so desperate to fight. But by then, I’m not sure what you’ll be fighting for.”

	The screams grew louder. The voices were hoarse, confused. I couldn’t stand it any longer, couldn’t stand the silence and inaction. Seizing hold of my link to the mortal realm, I yanked myself out of the Heartstone. 

	Parveld called after me. “You are the focus of your people’s hopes. Don’t let them hurt.”

	***

	My sodden clothing clung to my shivering form, the heavy leather of my chest armor slimy over my tunic. I shook off the disorientation from returning to my body and swept the wet hair from my eyes. My fingers were stiff with cold as I reached for the scimitar at my belt.

	When I stood, the screams struck me full force. The thickly falling snow hid our defenses from sight. As I started to run down to the battle, a roar erupted from the doorway leading down to the city. 

	Steel hissed as I drew my sword. I squinted through the snow, trying to understand the mass of shoving bodies surrounding the entrance. I covered the distance in a few long strides but then stood shocked. The Provs were fighting amongst themselves. Some tried to shove their way up and out of the stairwell while others tumbled in the soaking-wet tundra throwing punches and kicks. They yelled at each other unintelligibly.

	“Stop! What are you doing?”

	The closest pair, an elderly woman who was tearing at hunks of her hair and a little boy who was slapping her above the kneecaps, cast me confused glances. Slow comprehension slid across their faces. 

	The woman shook her head. “Your eminence? I—I was so confused… A voice in my head shrieked at me to… I was so enraged. I wanted to throttle this child and had to yank my own hair to resist.”

	I swallowed. Parveld had done this.

	“Stop!” I yelled again, shoving through the crowd. Some heeded me while others tussled with renewed vigor. I laid a hand on my pendant. It felt the coolest it had been since the morning I’d learned to gather my people’s loyalty.

	Clutching the stone in a tight fist, I willed these people to see me. I imagined our connections, the rays of love and loyalty that bound us. “Look to me, friends!” I yelled.

	The fighting slowed then stopped. A few low moans rose from the crowd. Murmurs of disbelief and shock followed.

	“This isn’t your fault,” I said just loudly enough for my voice to press through the snow. “Don’t dwell on your actions. I need you to continue your evacuation. Go down into the city and seek safety, just as we’ve planned. Your soldiers are here to defend you. I won’t let you be harmed today. But I need you to go and don’t, even for a moment, stop believing in me.”

	I caught hold of the elderly woman who’d been the first to awaken. “If you can bear the cold, please be my sentinel. Make sure they reach safety, and if the confusion comes again, send for me. Quickly.”

	The woman nodded, shoulders straight and face resolute. “I won’t let you down, your eminence.”

	As reassured as I could get, I dashed off for the defenses.

	Before I drew in sight, I knew what I would see. Still, the horror of the situation turned my mouth stale. Soldiers lay dead and wounded at the feet of their fellow protectors. Others fought on, meeting steel with steel and face with fist.

	This was what Parveld had meant. Only I could save my soldiers from destroying each other.

	“Soldiers of the Empire!” I yelled with every drop of power I possessed. “Your enemies lie on the other side of that wall. I’m here to help you meet them.”

	Weapons clattered to the ground when the fighters realized that they’d done. I shook my head, and closed my eyes, and forced them to feel my righteous anger and my conviction that we would win. Faces turned to me as I stepped through the ranks, picking up swords and handing them to soldiers who blinked and gaped and slowly nodded.

	On the archers’ towers, men and women took up bows they’d abandoned to trade blows. I climbed the central tower and stood where all could see me. Nearly lost in the snow on the other side, the Riftspawn were a wall of waiting darkness. From this vantage, the constant pounding of their stomping feet thumped against my eardrums.

	My courage faltered. Parveld had engineered this battle. I’d had no choice but to abandon the Heartstone. But if he thought he’d won so easily, he was wrong. The fight would be long and difficult. Every pace of ground they gained would be over the carcasses of their fallen brethren.

	With a sudden shriek, the Riftspawn attacked.

	“Fire!” I yelled. The first set of arrows felled half the Spawn’s front line as they clambered over the earthen mound and through the field of stakes.

	“Again!” I yelled as the first abominations reached the stone wall.

	Sections of the wall tumbled as the beasts sunk claws into the cracks between and tried to pull upward. Riftspawn were buried beneath heavy blocks of granite, but still more came. Again and again, I called for the archers. Dozens upon dozens of Spawn fell lifeless. Somewhere, I knew Parveld must be watching.

	“Do you see?” I yelled to the surrounding slopes. “Your monsters die as easily as men. You have not won this.”

	But soon, the last of the arrows were gone. With the archers, I turned and sprinted down the rickety stairs, heading for the first fallback positions. Shrieking beasts spilled through holes where the outer wall had toppled. As I dashed around the closest trench, crossing a narrow path of raised earth and ducking into the shelter of the low wall, a soldier passed me a black-iron short sword.

	The balance threw me off as I ran through a few practice swings. But before I’d had time to worry about it, Spawn tumbled through the ditch while others crowded the narrow path I’d taken to reach the wall.

	I stepped forward and met the first beast, a misshapen hunting cat, rear legs spindly like a songbird, a single horn sprouting from the side of its head. It roared and leaped at me, fangs exposed and dripping gray saliva. I screamed and plunged the sword between the thing’s ribs. Black blood splattered my arm. The weight of the monster pulled me forward as it fell, and I yanked my sword free in time to slice it across the face. Finally, I laid a boot on its shoulder and plunged my blade through its neck. The beast twitched once before a talon gripped my leather bracer and tore me away. A vulture-thing lashed at my face with its other talon, hatred in its too-human eyes. I yelled and struck, but my aim was off, and I hit its neck with the flat of my blade. The thing tumbled through the air and righted itself, flapped up high, shrieked and dove.

	At the last instant, I went down on one knee, gripped my sword’s hilt in both hands, and jabbed the weapon upward. The blade tore through the monster’s breastbone, hit resistance, then burst out beside the beast’s spine. The head whipped down, falling over my shoulder as the dead thing slumped against the guard on my sword.

	“Fall back!” a woman yelled. As I staggered to my feet, throwing off the vulture and pulling my blood-wet blade from its chest, I spotted the Prime with hands cupped around her mouth. After calling for retreat, she bent and lent her shoulder to a wounded soldier. Together they staggered for the next set of positions.

	I hesitated, torn between exposing my back and trying to run while facing the enemy. A Stormsharder spotted my indecision, shouldered into a humanoid spawn that had crouched to leap at me, sending it sprawling.

	“Don’t think! Run!” he said.

	I ran. We held the next line of defenses for longer. Half a dozen Spawn fell to my blade, but again we fell back to the third and last set of positions. I glanced at the Heartstone and its low wall. The Spawn were all around us now, circling to both flanks. If I could get my soldiers underground, force them to lay down their weapons so they couldn’t harm one another… Could I use the stone?

	Another glance at the terrain gave me my answer. The storm had slowed, and just a few lazy flakes filtered down from the low clouds that capped the valley. From one slope to the other, the Spawn were a writhing sea. Somehow, I still felt Parveld was toying with us. We’d killed hundreds of the beasts, yet thousands remained. We couldn’t hold against them on open ground, and even with the power of the Heartstone, I wouldn’t last long against so many.

	“Prime!” I yelled, pushing through the ranks and stopping to plunge my sword into the back of a dog-sized Spawn.

	She raised a longsword and yelled as she slashed down and across, her blade biting deep into the neck of a beast. As it crumpled, she turned to me.

	“We can’t hold,” I yelled.

	Her eyes roved the terrain before she nodded. “Down it is.”

	She ran behind the line of defenders, ordering the retreat. The rearguard stood firm against the onslaught, felling Spawn after Spawn as men and women reached the safety of the stairwell and dove into the darkness. I stood shoulder to shoulder with my soldiers until, finally, the Prime gripped my elbow and shoved me toward the stairs. Still, I waited inside the entrance until every soldier was within a few paces. At least a dozen men lay dead within view.

	I shook my head, turned and ran down the steps. At the entrance to the first large chamber, I nodded to the group of quarrymen who’d been tasked to wait for my command.

	“As soon as the Prime Protector confirms that our forces are inside, collapse the tunnel.”

	


Chapter Thirty-Nine

	 

	Savra

	On the wind

	 

	 

	DUSK HAD BEGUN to fall as Avill pulled us down. Orange hues suffused the sky around us. We sank through air that reminded me of cold fire and came to rest in grass stained red by the departing sun.

	I sank to my knees as I changed from wind to woman, gathering my awareness and pinning it back to solid flesh. As I blinked to orient, Avill plopped to a seat. Though she swayed, the pink in her cheeks was reassuring compared to the terrifying pallor that had blanched her skin after the last trip.

	Azar coughed. “Well, that was a little easier.”

	I rubbed Avill’s back until she turned to me and nodded as if to say she was okay. Then I stood and shaded my eyes as I scanned the area. The base of my spine tightened when I looked south.

	“Storms, Avill. I hope you knew where you were bringing us. Precisely, I mean.” Not five paces from where we’d flattened a circle of grass, the plateau fell away, dropping a dizzying height before reaching the sea of evergreens that were the famous forests of Guralan. 

	“Huh?” she asked. “Oh, yeah. Of course I was careful. This is the closest place that’s out of sight of that town.”

	“Which town?” Azar asked.

	Sighing as if beleaguered, Avill pointed north. I scrambled up the low bluff that blocked the view in that direction and shook my head in surprise. Not fifty paces away stood the first outbuilding of a travelers’ waystation. 

	We spent the evening in the guesthouse. After the experience with Beashi, I compromised my ideals and used tendrils of aura-manipulation to encourage the residents to trust us. By the time we bedded down, the waystation’s courier was hard at work copying my letter. The innkeeper, Nev, assured me that five riders would leave by midday to carry my message outward. Shortly after, the residents of the waystation would begin preparing to head south.

	After dawn, we shouldered our rucksacks and headed out of town, skirting the edge of the plateau as if searching for a safe way down. By the time we reached a dip in the terrain that hid us from sight, the morning sun heated my back.

	“Wouldn’t it be easier to just explain about the pendant?” Avill asked.

	“I don’t know. Maybe. I’ve never tried to rally an Empire before.”

	Avill sighed as she snatched my hand. A few heartbeats later, we were drifting south over the escarpment.

	Without warning, the famous winds of Guralan slammed us.

	The gale was like nothing I’d ever felt. The currents scoured and ripped and tore at me. Here, the wind was vile. Tainted and sick and howling with corruption.

	Like a tattered banner, I flapped helplessly. Shreds of my spirit tore free. Worse, my thoughts began to twist. Darkness tainted my desires. I imagined myself as a powerful sorceress who bent people to her will. The ills that had befallen the Empire were due to the ignorance of our citizens. With my spiritism, I could command anyone. I could enlighten them. 

	The yearnings swelled. I wanted others to fear me. I craved seeing them helpless before me. And with the powers I commanded, I could achieve my desires.

	Ever so slowly, threads of steel wove into my disintegrating form, forming a shield against the evil wormed into me. 

	Hold on to me or the Maelstrom will have you. Avill was a howling portion of the wind. Her command came as a swirling thought, free of words but strong in meaning.

	I clung to my sister as she wove her net deeper and deeper into my being. Finally, we sank toward the earth, passing through treetops until finally, we hovered scarcely knee-height above the ground. With exquisite care, Avill reeled in my scattered portions until I felt complete. Sheltered by the trees, I still felt the howling ferocity, but it was muted. Survivable. Like a mist creeping over the ground at night, we flowed south. Trees blocked my passage, and I shifted like flotsam caught by the tide. A ghost.

	On and on we traveled, and eventually darkness fell. Still we journeyed until, abruptly, Avill dumped me from the air.

	I lay flat on a bed of pine needles, shivering. Thick branches made a tent overhead, while at my back, I sensed a solid trunk. All around, trees creaked and groaned under the strain of the gale. But here, the wind scarcely touched my skin.

	I sat up straight.” Avill?”

	Full night had fallen, and beneath the branches, the darkness was impenetrable. I pawed through the pine duff, desperate to know my sister was okay. Finally, my hand fell on warm but unmoving flesh. I patted my way up her arm, found Avill’s shoulder, and leaned my cheek close to her nose.

	I sighed with relief when I felt the warmth of her breath. From somewhere deeper into the shadows of the branches, Azar grunted as she came to.

	“Over here,” I said quietly.

	Needles crunched as she crawled her way toward us. Azar pulled a cloak from her rucksack, spread it over the top of Avill, and nestled in beside us without speaking. I wanted to stay awake and watch over my sister, but I simply couldn’t stay upright. Exhaustion pulled me into the bed of pine needles, and with the scent of my sister’s hair in my nose, I fell asleep.

	Near dawn, when the wind quieted enough that the creaking and groaning of the trees stilled, I pushed up and pulled twigs from my hair. Sap plastered a clump of needles to my cheek. I peeled it away and grimaced as the needles then stuck to my fingers. After shaking my hand to no avail, I finally wiped the mess off on my trousers.

	Gray light filtered through the heavy branches. Avill’s face was ghostly in the dimness. I brushed hair from her brow, and her eyelids fluttered.

	“You smell like the sticky gunk they use to seal the sluice boxes,” she said.

	“Your breath smells like the inside of a midden heap, but I wasn’t going to say anything.”

	Avill groaned as she sat up. She held her head between her hands. “No more pendant. Not a chance.”

	“What was that yesterday? I was sure I’d be torn to shreds. And then… I’m ashamed to admit the thoughts I had.” Azar rolled over, rubbed her eyes, and sat up. Her head thumped against a branch, sending flakes of bark and a few pine needles raining down. “Ow.”

	“I could feel you changing,” Avill said. “Becoming… rotten, I guess. It took everything I had to keep you together.”

	“The winds come from the Maelstrom,” I said. “They’re much worse than before.”

	“It got harder to hold you the farther south we came,” Avill said. “We’ll have to walk from here. Sorry, Savra.”

	“You did bring us halfway across the Empire. So I guess you’re forgiven.” I dragged over Azar’s rucksack and started rummaging for breakfast. Beashi had packed a large chunk of salt-cured ham along with a stoppered pot of honey. We’d managed to beg a loaf of crusty bread from the waystation at the plateau’s edge. My mouth started watering at the thought of a nice breakfast sandwich.

	“Hey!” Avill screeched, snatching the bundle of food.

	I sat back, shocked.

	She smirked. “It’s fine if you want your food to taste like the inside of the sluice box, smelly hands.” 

	Azar nodded in agreement.

	“Anyway,” Avill said, “at least we don’t have far to go today.”

	“We’re already near Cosmal?” I asked.

	She rolled her eyes. “I thought you were paying attention.”

	“To what?”

	“The journey? Our location?” She smiled to show she was teasing.

	“It’s a little challenging when I’ve been turned into a gust of wind.”

	She rolled her eyes. “Try paying attention when you’re carrying around people that weigh as much as—”

	“Pregnant cows. You don’t need to repeat yourself.”

	“Okay. So you’re heavy as a pair of dead whales, then. But no, we’re not almost to Cosmal. I thought you could hear the town ahead.”

	“Town?” Azar asked.

	Avill cocked an ear. “Listen.”

	Now that I focused, I heard a moan like a hundred oxen lowing in the distance. Only the windmills of Bellows, capital of Guralan Province, made that particular sound.

	The low hum brought back memories of the clangor of machinery, the din of voices in the travelers’ bazaar, the press of humanity that had seemed so shocking on my first trip through. Compared to Jaliss, the town was a backwater outpost. But back then, it had seemed enormous.

	I let Avill cut me off a slice of ham and slather it with honey. Lost in thought, I scarcely tasted the meal. When we’d eaten, I helped Avill scramble out from beneath the shelter of the tree. 

	Outside, the wind buffeted us. Daggers of ice cut straight through my clothing. I tucked my elbows close to my ribs, squinted against the gale, and marched toward the city.

	The mood in Bellows was somber. Provs kept their cloaks pulled tight as they shuffled across the main street. The stalls and the bazaar had been boarded up, and though the windmills cut the heavy gale with enormous blades, the machinery they once powered had been disengaged. Now, the moan raised by the whirling mills seemed mournful. A dirge.

	I caught a shuffling woman’s arm. “We’re looking for accommodations and the courier.”

	She looked at me with tired eyes, shrugged, and pointed south toward the crossroads at the city center.

	At the intersection, a sign squealed as it swung from rusty hooks. Weathered lettering marked the town hall. We stomped onto the porch and pressed through the door. It took Azar and I shoving together to close it behind us as a gust skirled into the room.

	“I’m looking for the courier—” 

	My breath froze in my throat at the sight of the figures standing before the counter. My parents’ backs were turned, but there was no mistaking the determined set of my father’s shoulders nor the affection with which he wrapped an arm around my mother’s waist.

	I blinked, dumbfounded.

	When Avill shrieked, everyone in the room started. Papers went flying from a clerk’s desk. My parents had managed to turn halfway around before Avill plowed into them, a screaming whirlwind.

	They fell on her with embraces and muttered words and sudden tears.

	Finally released from my paralysis, I took slow steps forward. My father’s eyes met mine over Avill’s head.

	“It’s okay,” he said. “We’re not phantoms. No more than you are.”

	It was all the confirmation I needed. I rushed forward and threw myself into the arms of my family. I never thought we’d be reunited. For the first time in many months, a tear escaped the corner of my eye.

	***

	The walls shook. Windows rattled.

	“How do they know the building won’t come apart?” Avill asked, staring around the edges of the small room. There were just two beds, but I would have been content to curl up in the middle of the dust-driven street if it meant being with my family.

	“They don’t.” Father shrugged out of his backpack. “But if it hasn’t fallen by now, chances are we’ll survive the night.”

	Avill looked skeptical. I didn’t blame her.

	“I’ll leave you to catch up,” Azar said.

	“You don’t have to,” I began.

	She shook her head. “Ferro mages spend so much time working in secret. I’ve come to enjoy having time alone.”

	“Fair enough.”

	When the mage shut the door behind her, I met my parents’ eyes.

	“There’s so much to tell,” I said.

	Father’s face sobered. “Stormshard? If you’re here, the battle for Jaliss must have been fought. Did we take the throne, or…?” 

	“So much has changed, Papa. It’s—Stormshard and the Empire are working together.”

	Over the next couple hours, I filled him in on the fall of Steelhold, our flight from the capital, Parveld’s legions, and Avill’s and my mission to enter the Maelstrom.

	Afterward, he ran his hand through his hair and shook his head. My mother looked on, resting her hand on his shoulder.

	“Our story is less spectacular,” Father said. “I found your mother in Arborhem, and after some discussion—”

	“Or argument, depending on your definition,” my mother said with a smile.

	Father smiled back. “I admit, I was afraid to bring your mother back through the forest.”

	“He said it was dangerous.” My mother rolled her eyes. “From the recent stories I’ve heard about your father, I’m safer with him than anywhere in the Empire.”

	My father’s cheeks reddened with embarrassment.

	“The stories are true,” I said. “But go on. Why come here instead of heading for Numintown?”

	“I have sad news,” Father said. “No, devastating news.”

	A chill gripped into my chest. Father rarely spoke of things in such terms. Even when most of his Shard had been killed in a cavern collapse, he’d shown a brave face.

	“Cosmal is gone,” Mother said quietly. “We heard the news from enough people that there’s no doubt it’s true.”

	“Gone?” Avill asked. Horror painted stark lines on her face.

	My father nodded. “Swallowed by sea. The waves rose up and covered the land all the way to the Crease.”

	“We thought we could sail into the Maelstrom from Numintown. What about the coastal cities in Guralan? Do you think we could hire a fishing boat?”

	My father shook his head. “Waves the height of five men batter every stretch of coastline. The rumors from Anisel are scattered. But I’ve heard even the harbors have been wiped away.”

	“You’re certain you can’t carry us into the Maelstrom on the wind, Avill?” I asked.

	“I’m sure. I almost lost you before, and it will only get worse the closer we get.”

	“We need to get as close as we can, then,” I said quietly. “We have to try.”

	“We’ll leave in the morning,” my father said. “Together.”

	***

	“I don’t know how to answer your question,” Azar said, speaking loud to be heard over the roar of the wind. Though I hadn’t thought it possible, her room was draftier than the chamber the inn had given my family.

	“Well, can you describe your process?”

	“When I’m wearing my black-iron rings, the spirits of the dead are all around. I only need to pay attention to them.”

	“You don’t do anything special to cross the veil?”

	“I don’t believe so.” The ferro mage was sitting crosslegged at the foot of her bed while I faced her from the headboard. Her eyelids drooped; the rest of my family had been asleep for hours before I’d given up trying. Azar had clearly been sleeping when I’d banged on her door, but she’d ushered me out of the gale without complaint.

	“When you say the spirits are nearby… Does that mean you don’t enter anything that looks like a cathedral?”

	She chewed her lip while thinking. “Usually I just hear their voices, but there was one time… I remember hallways.”

	“Yes, that’s it.” I sat up straighter. “Did you do anything differently that time?” 

	She tugged on a lock of dark hair. “I suspect I was concentrating harder than usual to spite Ilishian. It was after he’d delivered a lecture on my lack of focus. Never mind that I’d advanced faster than every other apprentice.” A melancholy smile touched her lips. “After we fled Steelhold, he confessed that he’d always believed there was something different about my ability.”

	“Do you think Lilik is right about your magic?”

	She shrugged. “Maybe I was born with a bit of spiritism.”

	I pulled my knees to my chest. “Do you think you could repeat that extra concentration?” 

	She shrugged. “I suppose so. Why?” 

	“The last time I visited the halls of the dead, I went too deep. I almost didn’t make it back. But I still believe the ancient dead have answers for us. I hoped you could help me find them.”

	So you’re going to send her, instead? Lilik asked.

	I hope it doesn’t come to that.

	Azar cocked her head. “I’ve only experienced the hallways once. How would I know where to go?”

	“I want to try to enter them together.”

	Even if you could cross the veil, how does having a companion keep you from getting lost? This doesn’t seem well thought out, Lilik commented.

	Believe it or not, I do have a plan. 

	“I’d be happy to help,” Azar said. “How do we…?”

	“See if you can enter. I’ll try to join you. ”

	Avill closed her eyes and nodded. I took a deep breath. If Lilik was right about my mental resistance being caused by fear, that barrier should be gone now. My family was here. Mother, Father, Avill. For the first time in seven or possibly even eight years now, we were all together. I had nothing to fear.

	Well, I had lots to fear. But I didn’t have to live with that uncertainty anymore.

	Their bedroom shared a wall with this one. Gently, I laid a hand on the splintered wood. When viewed with my aura-sight, their spirits were tranquil pools of energy sleeping next door.

	“They’re here,” I said aloud. “I’ll never lose them again.”

	To Azar’s credit, she held her tongue. If not for her slight shifting of position, I could’ve forgotten she was with me.

	As I focused on the sense of peace I felt with my family nearby, I tried to imagine the cathedral forming around me. After a moment, Azar gasped.

	“I see you,” she said.

	My brows drew together. “You see me?”

	“Through the windows. I see you wandering around outside. Your spirit.”

	“Windows? I never noticed any…”

	“Regardless, you’re blundering through the fog. Come this way.”

	Faintly, as if through layer after layer of wool, I heard her voice double. The Azar who stood in the cathedral of the dead rasped like the night whispers from so long ago. The Azar in the wind-battered bedchamber sounded like the young woman with whom I’d spent the last days.

	“Say something else,” I said quickly. “I’ll try to follow your voice.”

	“What should I talk about?”

	You’re making this too complicated, Savra, Lilik said. Forget the notion of a veil—it’s an idea created by the living. You heard what Azar said before. The voices of the dead are all around her. All the time.

	Abruptly, I felt them. The phantoms waited for me. All I needed to do was step closer.

	Azar laughed when I stumbled across the hallway. “It wasn’t graceful, but you’re here.”

	As I stood in place, the cathedral solidified. Cool breezes wafted through the corridors, entering from windows that opened into featureless fog. When Azar took a step toward me, the soft shuffling of her shoes echoed.

	I glanced down at my empty hands. It felt strange to be here without the ferros’ rod as an anchor. “Do you know how to get back?” I asked.

	Azar looked at me strangely. “The same way we came in, I should think.”

	You are awfully forgetful for someone so clever, Lilik commented.

	Oh?

	How did you leave during your last visits?

	By the alcove… I turned slowly. Oh. 

	The glowing chamber opened right behind me. As I peered, the light brightened in response to my attention.

	“So, what’s this plan of yours?” Azar asked.

	“Right,” I said, gathering myself. “I need you to imagine something for me.”

	“All right…”

	“You’re holding a rope. It’s very light, and one end is tied around my waist. It will help me a great deal.”

	Azar gasped when, abruptly, a silken cord appeared in her hands. A shimmering length stretched from her coil to a loop knotted around my middle. 

	“I didn’t know I could do that.”

	“I didn’t either, at least, not for certain. The idea came to me tonight. When the dead cross the veil, they build this place from the emotions they carried through life. Since we first joined forces, you’ve done everything you could to help on our quest.”

	“I’ve been trying to battle the Hunger for a long time. Even before Emperor Tovmeil’s assassination, Ilishian warned me about the man’s visions. I knew I wasn’t the person who would save the Empire. But I vowed to do what I could to help that person.” She hesitated, then shrugged. “Of course, at the time, I thought our hero would be Kostan.”

	“But you believe in me, too.”

	She nodded. “Very strongly.”

	“When I mentioned the rope, you knew it would help me, and so, like the dead building this place to express their emotions, you created it.” 

	She glanced at the heavy pillars and archways that loomed above us. “You know a lot for someone who couldn’t find her way here.”

	“Yes, well, that or it was a lucky guess. Come on. The chambers where I need your help are much deeper.”

	***

	I stopped leading her forward as soon as the hallway began to twist and contort around us. “Back,” I said. After a few, shuffling steps in the opposite direction, the walls stopped moving.

	Azar shuddered. “I can see how it would be easy to get lost.”

	“It gets worse the farther you go. Doorways shift. Tunnels turn back on themselves.”

	“And you think the Lethin’s spirits are here?”

	“Somewhere in the corridors ahead.”

	She firmed her shoulders. “What do I do?”

	“Let out rope as I move forward. Keep it tight so that when I start back, you can feel it and reel the rope back in. Pretty simple.”

	“And if you don’t come back?”

	“Wait as long as you can. I suppose if I stop moving for a very long time, you could try dragging me back.”

	She winced. “I hope it doesn’t go that far.”

	“Me too.”

	Azar plucked a loop of rope from the coil and dropped it to give me slack. Heart thudding, I stepped down the corridor. The floor tilted under my feet as the wall twisted like putty. I felt sick, so I closed my eyes and walked with hands outstretched.

	“Nevyn!” I yelled, hands cupped around my mouth. 

	Rather than throwing my words back at me, the corridor seemed to swallow them. I peeked through slitted eyelids. Ahead, the tunnel branched, or at least it appeared to branch. I shuffled forward, eyes once again clamped shut, until my outstretched fingertips brushed a wall.

	I stepped to the right until I felt an opening under my hands and then continued forward. The rope tugged lightly on my waist as Azar managed the slack to keep it from getting too loose between us.

	At each intersection, I felt around until I located the rightmost opening. As I moved, I kept a rough count of the paces I’d traveled. Better to keep track in case something happened to the rope.

	As my fingertips fell into the empty space of yet another opening, I stepped forward and noticed a new sensation on my arms. Hot air seemed to bake my skin, and I got the strange sense that this corridor was much wider than the others.

	I opened my eyes and gasped. A wasteland spread into the distance, gorges splitting cracked earth, skeletal trees leaning in the yellow haze. Sharp rocks littered the ground, their facets glinting.

	“What is this?” I whispered, taking a couple of steps forward.

	The sound of my footsteps vanished, replaced by the whistle of a ceaseless wind. I reached back to check that the rope was still taut. Azar responded to a tug by quickly letting out an armful of rope and then pulling back on the line until I felt the pressure at my waist again.

	What do you think? I asked Lilik.

	I think this is the work of a civilization with much to regret. And with tremendous strength of imagination.

	The Lethin?

	Perhaps.

	“Nevyn?” I called. “Anyone?”

	As I forged onward, I spotted movement. I turned my attention toward the phantom, willing it to materialize, and glimpsed a lock of hair and the hem of a cloak as the figure vanished behind a sharp stone spire. 

	“Hello?” The wind stole my words, and I shook my head and trudged toward. The cracks in the parched landscape crumbled at the edges when my booted feet tromped over them. I glanced back and couldn’t see the entrance to the shattered landscape. The rope trailed away behind me and then simply vanished as if cut. When I tugged quickly, though, I felt Azar’s resistance.

	“Nevyn?” I asked as I rounded the spire. Just barren ground and stray flakes of glinting stone waited behind it.

	Brow furrowed, I continued. After perhaps another hundred paces, the rope came tight. I waited a moment before trying again. Still, the line remained taut. Azar had run out of rope to give. I wondered whether she’d be clever enough to imagine a second coil for herself. But she didn’t seem to want to experiment. When I tugged questioningly, she held firm.

	Well, I hadn’t seen anything that led me to believe I’d find Nevyn—or any of the Lethin—here. For all I knew, this landscape wasn’t even their creation. I didn’t know how far back history stretched. Did the dead eventually move on to a different realm? And why assume my choice of corridors had led to the right place, anyway?

	I stood in place and called Nevyn’s name for a few minutes. When nothing changed, I squinted into the haze in hopes I’d missed a key detail. But there was nothing. Finally, I stepped back along my rope.

	“Tell me who you are,” a voice snapped. The woman appeared in front of me. Gray eyes peered at me, and her auburn hair was braided similarly to my own.

	I realized I was staring. “My name is Savra. Are you one of the Lethin?”

	“Does it matter?”

	“I need to know if I’m in the right place.”

	“All corridors lead here eventually. Right now, anyway. Until the void is banished, all paths end in despair.”

	“Then you are Lethin. You can help me. Do you know the woman, Nevyn?”

	Her eyes narrowed. “Some people still claim our failure was Nevyn’s fault. They’d go to great lengths to find and punish her.”

	Azar tugged on the rope as if to ask whether I was okay. I gave a quick pair of return jerks to reassure her.

	“Wait,” I said, suspicion pricking my thoughts. “Who are you?”

	“It doesn’t matter who I am. The void is coming. I have no desire to spend my remaining time listening to accusations and blame.”

	She started to turn, and I stepped to block her. 

	“I came to ask Nevyn for help, not to seek revenge. I learned that she believed there was a way to seal the rift at its source.”

	“And when she went off alone, journeying through the darkness, the mages laughed and built their flawed seal.” The woman scoffed. “You’ve seen how that turned out.”

	“You’re angry about how you were treated,” I said gently. “I can’t change that. But please, can you tell me what you intended?”

	She looked at me in confusion. “Me?”

	“You aren’t Nevyn? You came when I called…”

	The woman rolled her eyes. “Nevyn was my mother. As I said, she ventured south on her own. She never returned, and no one knows what happened.”

	“But now that you’re here why not ask her?” I asked, running my eyes over the landscape.

	The woman swallowed. “She never crossed the veil.”

	“Then she…” I pressed my lips together.

	She nodded. “Correct. The void must have swallowed her. Maybe she had a better idea how to seal the rift, but alone, she didn’t have the power to defeat the flood.”

	“Do you know how she planned to seal the breach?”

	The woman looked me up and down. “I don’t know what good the knowledge will do you. Are you like my mother? Planning to fight this alone? I certainly don’t see a legion of mages standing behind you.”

	“I don’t know what I plan yet. But I will try to fight this even if you tell me nothing.”

	She sighed. “My mother believed we limited ourselves by dividing and categorizing magic. It made no sense to her that mages were tested and sorted according to their first glimmers of ability. She believed this practice taught them to constrain themselves rather than imagining what they could be.”

	“But Nevyn—your mother was different.”

	“She was an orphan, raised by a woman who looked after thirty children at once. No one knew she had talent. She didn’t know it either.”

	“How did she discover it?”

	The woman shuddered. “It happened when the barrier thinned and the void rose. There was hatred. We hurt each other. The closer to the southern ocean anyone went, the more savage people were. They did things to each other that I can’t even talk about.

	“It was terrible even in the north. My mother discovered her power when she woke from a nightmare and found herself standing over my bed with a mason’s hammer. Her talent woke when she shielded herself from the void’s influence, dragged me from bed and took me to the mages. It was a gamble—they would’ve cast me out if I hadn’t shown glimmers of ability.”

	“That’s when she went south?”

	“Not long after. She stayed with me for a while. The other mages tried to teach her, but she ignored them and focused on what she believed she could accomplish, not the restricted forms of magic they wished to force on her. She developed her theory for sealing the barrier and tried to rally support. But they laughed and she left. I don’t know where she was when the barrier finally broke, but her absence here answers the question of her final fate.”

	“So the other mages forged the seal after the rift opened?”

	She nodded. “The queen drew energy from the people and used it to build a shield against the void. The defenses held long enough for the mages to learn how to push back the flood. But those beyond the shield didn’t last. By the time the void was banished, almost everyone outside the northern fortresses had died.”

	I shuddered at the thought of a whole civilization lost. It must have been the mages who survived to migrate to the Wildsends.

	“What was it like when the flood came?”

	“I’m surprised you want that answer,” the woman commented. “The void is coming again. Better to not know, I would think.”

	She made a good point. If we didn’t stop the Hunger from breaking through, we’d understand the horror soon enough. “I need to know how your mother planned to seal the rift. Even if you don’t believe I stand a chance.”

	The woman’s mouth twisted in consternation. “Perhaps when you hear it, you’ll join the other mages in mocking her. Mother said we should not fight the void with Mind or Body or Essence or Earth. To defeat it, we needed a magic no one believed in.”

	I blinked. “I don’t understand. What magic is that?”

	The woman’s lips twisted. “That’s all she said. At least, that’s the story I was told—I was too young to remember her.”

	“I’m sorry for your loss,” I said.

	She shrugged. “As I said, I never knew her.”

	“Nonetheless,” I said. “I hope I can honor her memory by proving she was right.”

	She snorted. “Well, I wish you luck.” With that, she drifted off and dissolved into the landscape. 

	I watched the shifting haze then took hold of the rope and started following it back.

	


Chapter Forty

	 

	Kostan

	An underground city

	 

	 

	CORRIDOR BY CORRIDOR, chamber by chamber, the citizens of Jaliss melted down through the city, a pool of life surrounded by dark and echoing stone. The only light in the world moved with us, the ferro mages carrying our precious ever-burning candles and lanterns, soldiers holding torches and oil lamps high. The wheels of a few handcarts squealed as men and women took turns pulling the handles. The sickest refugees rode in the carts, atop sacks and crates bearing the last of our food reserves. Where the fountains spilled from the walls, Provs held cupped hands into the flowing water, drinking of the stone-tasting liquid before filling flasks and waterskins.

	Around halfway through our march, word came from the farthest recesses of the city. The final Heartstone had been found. I forced myself to cheer; the people needed to know I still believed.

	From far away, the sounds of scratching echoed. Stones shifted as the Spawn army dug through the rubble of the collapsed entrance. The quarrymen had rigged only the entrance stairwell; the other tunnels held mountains of stone over their heads and they’d feared a collapse couldn’t be controlled. But still, the blocked entrance bought us time. The Riftspawn would come for us eventually, but not today.

	At choke points, the soldiers at the rear of our slow procession left behind barricades of old stone furniture pulled from side chambers, sometimes lashing pieces together. From the looks on their faces, none of the builders expected the barriers to hold back or even slow the Spawn. But like my decision to stand until the end, defending the last component of the seal even though we had no hope of striking at the Maelstrom itself, the act showed that we were not beaten. We would never be beaten while human life warmed the Empire’s air.

	We had no way to tell day from night so, until the young and the elderly began to falter in their steps, we continued descending. When a young Prov child sat in the center of the corridor and yelled that he wouldn’t continue on, we stopped. Together. Bedrolls blanketed the floors of two dozen chambers. In the central corridor, half a dozen fires sprang from chunks of wood stacked directly on the floor. Air currents carried the smoke up and out cracks in the ceiling and somehow, despite it all, people laughed as they circled the fires and filled their bellies from the meager offerings in the carts and rucksacks.

	I joined my advisers in a huddle near one of the blazes. My friends were weary, their shoulders sagging. But determination kept the steel in their spines. I was proud to have known them and even prouder to have been allowed to lead them.

	From deep in her rucksack, Sirez pulled out a wineskin. She held it out to me first.

	“I—I don’t often—”

	“Just drink it, lad,” Fishel said as he walked up and joined us. As usual, he’d been strolling among his refugee charges, seeing to their needs and offering encouragement. We hadn’t spoken much lately, mostly because I’d been focused on our defenses while he’d been concentrating on our morale. 

	I gave the wineskin a skeptical glance, hating to lose whatever sharpness I might retain in the coming days. Sirez rolled her eyes and shoved the container closer.

	I sought Falla’s eyes in hopes I’d gain her support. Savra would have joined me in protesting this irresponsible act, and the Stormshard spiritist had been Savra’s closest companion among the Sharders.

	Falla snorted. “Get on with it, Kostan. The longer you sit there staring, the thirstier the rest of us get.”

	Sighing, I snatched the skin and wiggled the cork out. I held it to my lips and tipped up the sloshing container, pouring a large dose down my throat.

	I swallowed then immediately sputtered and choked. Storms! My whole mouth burned, and my eyes teared enough to water a tree. “That’s the worst wine I’ve ever tasted!”

	Sirez grinned. “Allow me to introduce my friend, Whiskey. He’s rather pleased to meet you, your eminence.”

	I coughed again, my face screwed up in disgust. “That’s awful.”

	“Just wait. The taste will grow on you. That or your tongue will go numb,” she said with a wink.

	I blinked, unsure what she meant. I’d seen people overindulge during dinners in the palace—as a Scion, I’d rarely been given more than a swallow of wine or ale—but if anything, they’d only grown louder as their drunkenness took over. That hardly seemed the mark of a numb tongue. Unless you counted the slurring…

	And what about the fuzzy feeling on my face? Was that normal?

	I intended to lean back onto my arms but realized too late that my hands were still folded in my lap. I jerked and swayed as I caught my balance and quickly scanned my friends’ faces to make sure no one had noticed. To my shock, I saw—somewhat blurrily—that the Prime Protector had accepted the foul stuff and was taking a sizable drink. When she finished, she held the wineskin aloft.

	“To those brave souls who fought and died for Atal today.”

	Solemn nods followed her words. 

	“To our fallen soldiers,” Sirez echoed before taking a swallow.

	Somehow, the leather pouch ended up in my hands again. I stared down at it as if unsure what to do. Sirez laughed at my confusion, leaned forward and pulled out the cork for me. The stuff didn’t burn nearly as badly the second time. I didn’t think my tongue was numb, though. Furrowing my brow, I ran it over the roof of my mouth. No, not numb. But for some reason it felt a little larger than I remembered.

	“So what in the storms-riddled wastes happened to us up there?” Sirez asked quietly after the wineskin made it back into her rucksack. She sat with legs extended, leaning back on her elbows. It looked more comfortable than my crosslegged seat—in fact, one of my feet was going numb from being pinned so long. But I didn’t think I could adjust my posture without falling over. My unsteadiness wasn’t an unpleasant sensation, though. I’d never been on a boat, but travelers told tales of the rocking and swaying of the deck. Maybe they should name their ships “Whiskey” like Sirez’s friend.

	Falla sighed and chewed her lip. “I have a theory. It’s a little vague.”

	Sitting up, Sirez unbuckled her sheathed dagger from her belt. She placed the butt end of the hilt on the tip of her index finger, stood the dagger upright, and proceeded to balance it, jerking her hand back and forth to keep the blade from toppling. After a moment, she snatched it in her free hand, leaned forward, and stared at Falla. I continued to stare at the now-empty space above her extended finger. I couldn’t have managed to balance something like that before meeting her liquid friend.

	“Well?” Sirez said. “Don’t be coy.”

	“Do you remember, just before the attack, I wanted to tell Kostan something?”

	“I do,” I said, glad for the chance to prove I was paying attention. 

	Sirez’s lips pulled back in a wry smile. What? I hadn’t been that loud had I?

	“Well,” Falla said, clearing her throat. “A few days ago, my spiritism vanished.”

	“Vanished?” Sirez asked.

	“It’s just… gone.”

	“Okay, and this is connected to the confusion today?”

	Falla nodded. “I think so. My abilities were in the Mind domain. According to Savra’s sister, there were three seal components. Mind, Body, and Essence. I talked to the ferros while we were descending the corridors. As part of the training for all metalogists, they each learned what attacks from a member of the other orders felt like. They said the confusion we suffered before Kostan shielded us felt like an argent curse.”

	Fishel had been sitting a little ways back from the group, dividing his attention between our discussion and the murmur of conversation from the nearby Provs. Now he leaned forward and scratched the back of his neck. “Forgive me,” he said. “It’s probably just the ignorance of a simple innkeeper. But what does this have to do with you losing your magic?”

	Falla chewed her lip again. “Well, like I said, my ideas are vague.”

	Somewhere in my addled mind, a recollection surged then danced away. I knuckled my eye sockets, trying to chase it. “Parveld,” I slurred.

	“What’s that, your eminence?” the Prime asked with an innocent tone. If I wasn’t mistaken, even she found my drunkenness funny.

	“The bad mage.”

	“Yes, we remember who he is. Do you think he had something to do with Falla’s magic?”

	I rubbed my forehead, trying to piece it together. “He said that… that we left power behind when we fled Jaliss. He said that someone worthier had taken it. Then he told me he…” I sat up straight, sobered by my certainty. “I don’t know what he did in Jaliss, but I’m sure he’s responsible for the confusion. He told me I had to abandon the Heartstone to save you.”

	“Which is why you joined us on the front lines,” Sirez said.

	I nodded.

	“But if he caused the confusion, why tell you his tricks?”

	My head hurt while I tried to puzzle it out. “He said he didn’t want bloodshed. He only wants the Heartstones. I don’t know… maybe he still has a conscience?”

	Falla had been silent through the last minutes of the exchange. “It all fits together, though. My magic vanished, and Parveld gained the ability to affect all our Minds. If the seal component in Jaliss once protected our thoughts from the Hunger, could it be turned around and used to grant the power of the Mind domain to the Hunger’s tool? Maybe we didn’t feel the effects during the garrison attack because Parveld hadn’t figured it out yet.”

	As if Parveld needed another advantage. All at once I felt so tired. Between the liquor and the events of the day, I just wanted to rest. Tomorrow I could be strong for these people again, but now…

	“So Parveld gained the ability to control our minds, but Kostan can shield us because of his amulet. We lost the second seal, which according to Avill is… which?” Sirez asked.

	“Body,” the Prime said.

	“I guess we’re to assume he can do the same with this Heartstone? Revoke any magic from the Body domain and take it for himself?”

	I didn’t want to listen anymore. Closing my eyes, I rolled onto a hip, managed to lower myself to the floor without falling, and tumbled into sleep.

	***

	We slept once more before reaching the end of our journey, the Heartstone in the bottom of the city. Here, we would make our last stand.

	So deep into the earth, the air was warm enough to pack away our cloaks. Damp settled into the creases of my armor and boots, and the scent of ancient things filled my nose. It smelled of old books and the mortared basements within Steelhold. Of lost wisdom and the crumbling of dreams.

	Or maybe I just imagined the scents, the aromas an expression of my yearning for a different destiny. A different life, where human nobility stood strong against the void and never allowed it passage into our realm. Where Savra stood by my side, and we planned a future together.

	But this was the existence I’d been granted. And I would fight for whatever life remained for my people.

	The Heartstone seemed larger than the other two, perhaps due to the closer confines, or maybe because it had been the final component of the seal and the crafters had wished to make it the strongest. The chamber that contained it was perhaps fifty paces across. A wide entrance opened into the room from the main corridor we had followed from the upper levels of the city. Opposite this entrance, five smaller corridors branched off into the remainder of the cavern system. As the Provs filed into the chamber and carefully stepped around the flawless red dome of the Heartstone, many paused to squat and lay fingers reverently against the agate. This was our final defense. They knew it. And somehow, they still had faith I could hold against the coming onslaught. I felt their belief thrumming in the pendant around my neck.

	The hallways in this section of the city had lower ceilings. Chambers held their contents tight, a warren of rooms that lacked the soaring details in the upper city, but that offered a sense of home that the striking architecture lacked. Though it made little sense that furniture would have been preserved in the damp, many chambers had a scattering of wooden chairs and tables and low platform beds where the refugees could unroll their bedding. Within a few hours after we stopped marching, groups of families had taken up residence in the various chambers, and the voices of children echoed through the halls.

	Fishel oversaw the settling in, directing people to occupy rooms as far from the Heartstone as possible. When the Spawn came, we would meet them at the single choke point, the entrance to the Heartstone’s chamber. With so little area to defend, I felt we could hold this position for a long time. Possibly even long enough to go hungry before being torn to pieces by the ravaging Riftspawn.

	I was crouching at the entrance to one of the smaller corridors gnawing on a piece of hard bread when the Prime approached.

	“I have a guard rotation set up,” she said. “Forty soldiers around the Heartstone at all times. Everyone else resting or sleeping nearby. When not on duty, the soldiers will leave their weapons in a rack in the Heartstone chamber to assure they won’t become confused and attack the population. Are you sure you can shield forty at a time?”

	I took a swallow of water to wash down the bread. “I’m not sure of anything. But I think I could do more if necessary.” We’d decided to put ten soldiers on the main entrance, another ten arrayed behind, and the remainder guarding the side corridors that led deeper into the city. I would stand on the Heartstone and defend it.

	“Falla said that the young geognost wants to speak with you. I know you have reservations about asking him for any more help…”

	“If we ask him, it’s forcing him to revisit a painful experience. When he comes to us, he’s ready to forgive himself. Please send him.”

	I finished my bread quickly and stood, sucking the crumbs off my hand. Wasted food was a luxury we no longer knew. Following an instinct, I walked out onto the Heartstone and paced there, hands clasped behind my back. The boy needed to feel he was meeting the Emperor, not a young man chained to a throne he’d never wanted.

	“Your—your eminence?” Derinow asked as he entered the chamber. Falla trailed behind, hand resting lightly on the boy’s shoulder.

	“Hello, Derinow,” I said, turning to face him.

	The child drew himself up straight. “Would it help if we slowed the Spawn down?”

	My brows raised as I crouched before him. “What do you have in mind?”

	“I watched the soldiers throw chairs down to block the passages. Won’t the monsters just move them out of the way?”

	I smirked. “Sometimes, we do things to show we haven’t given up. Even if they won’t help in the end.”

	“Well, what if I turned those chairs into something else? Stone isn’t so hard to reshape as long as you know the patterns it wishes to take. I can feel the barricades from here. The water that flows through the walls… I can channel its energy into the stone.”

	“You’d manage to turn our small act of defiance into true defenses.”

	But did we really wish to slow the Riftspawn’s advance? Our final battle was inevitable. The longer we languished in the bottom of the city, the weaker we became. In a few days, our food would be gone. What if, instead, we used Derinow’s ability to gain an advantage in the actual fight.

	I turned eyes to the entrance corridor. It was wide enough for ten men to walk comfortably abreast. A difficult opening to defend. But it didn’t have to remain that way.

	“I have another thought, Derinow. If we were to put more furniture out here, could you narrow the opening? Make it so just one or two monsters can come through at a time?”

	A smile spilled across the child’s face. “Easy.”

	I clapped him on the shoulder as I stood. “Then you have your Empire’s gratitude.” Catching the eye of a sentry, I called out. “Have some of the soldiers collect stone furniture and bring it out.”

	Falla brushed her hand over the boy’s hair. “Do you need anything else, Derinow?”

	He shook his head. “Just quiet. That was the problem before. The screams. I…” His face twisted, but after a moment, he mastered his emotions and swallowed. “I just need to avoid distractions.”

	“I’ll order the soldiers to give you plenty of space,” I said.

	With a nod and raised chin, the boy sketched a bow and turned for the entrance corridor. He stopped a few paces outside the chamber and closed his eyes, cocking his head as if exploring the structure of the walls around him.

	“Your eminence,” Falla said, “there’s another piece of information you should know. We expected this, of course.”

	“The second seal component?” I asked.

	She nodded, face grim. “The Body spiritists have lost their abilities. We must assume Parveld has taken control of the domain’s magic like he did Mind’s.”

	I clenched my jaw. True, we had expected it the moment we understood the cause of our confusion aboveground. But the confirmation was another blow to my fading hope. For a moment, I regretted giving Derinow permission to channel the Riftspawn’s attack. What use was it to keep fighting? The Riftspawn outnumbered us many times over. Parveld had powers we couldn’t fathom. And the only true victory—sealing the breach at the center of the Maelstrom—lay beyond our grasp.

	“It’s always worth resisting,” Falla said quietly. “Always.”

	“I thought you couldn’t read minds anymore,” I said.

	“I can’t. But it's not hard to imagine what you’re thinking. Stormshard never really believed we’d defeat the Empire. We certainly didn’t think we’d make peace with the throne instead. We fought on anyway. People are stubbornly irrational when it comes to things like hope. But that’s how we end up working miracles.”

	“A miracle sure would be nice now,” I said.

	“Indeed it would.”

	


Chapter Forty-One

	 

	Savra

	Bellows, Guralan Province

	 

	 

	TACK JANGLED AND saddle leather creaked in the cold as we mounted up in the lee of the inn. My horse, a bay mare with spirited eyes, tossed her head. I leaned forward and stroked her neck as I whispered soothing words. Few horses could compare to my sturdy little gelding, Breeze. I wondered if he still lived. If so, he was somewhere in the mountains with Kostan and the refugees.

	Along with mounts for each of us, Father had gathered more than two weeks’ worth of food for our saddlebags and blessedly warm clothing for defense against the gale. I pulled my fur-lined cloak over my hair, strands of which whipped in the wind despite the sheltering bulk of the inn. Heavy mitts protected my hands, and the rabbit-fur lining in my boots swaddled my feet in softness.

	We were as prepared as any travelers could be, given the circumstances. Father’s short sword hung from his belt. He’d found me a weapon as well, though I’d made little progress in my sword training since our sessions at the ancient keep. He’d even found a black-iron wrist cuff to boost Azar’s skills.

	“Now we just hope the reports on the southern road are accurate,” Father said after walking through the group and checking the girth straps on each of our saddles. Most roads in Guralan had disintegrated into stretches of crumpled earth cleaved by gashes too wide to leap. But according to the few, brave travelers who’d made the journey, the track between Bellows and Scorlit Post was almost passable.

	Avill had no experience riding; a lead stretched from her mount’s halter to my father’s saddle. The rest of us pressed heels to our horses’ ribs when Father clucked to his mount and led us out onto the street.

	My fingers were numb after just a few minutes, and my nose and toes ached. I remembered the ferocious wind from my ride north, but this was something else entirely. Far colder than yesterday when we’d staggered into town. The Maelstrom was even angrier today.

	“It will be better once we reach the trees,” Father yelled.

	I tucked my arms close, blinked away the tears raised by the stinging wind, and gritted my teeth. Finally, the groaning forest closed around us. As we passed deeper into the trees, I couldn’t help but glance nervously at the swaying giants. Pinecones pelted the road, occasionally smacking a horse or rider. But at least the wind lost some bite.

	With Father in the lead and Azar trailing behind the group, Avill, Mother, and I rode abreast. A scarf protected Mother’s mouth and nose, moving over her lips when she turned to us and spoke. “When I gave you the Wind’s Gift, I never expected you’d to grow so strong.” Crows’ feet appeared in the corners of her eyes.

	Avill, clinging to the pommel of her saddle nervously, nodded. “You were a good teacher.”

	“But you’re far more talented than I ever was. I never imagined someone could use the pendant to carry another person on the wind. If I had known it was possible, I would have used it to free us both from Havialo’s henchmen.”

	Avill shrugged. “I guess I never stopped to wonder whether I could do it.”

	Her words reminded me of what I’d learned from Nevyn’s daughter. Both Nevyn and I seemed to have powers that didn’t fit within the categories defined by other mages and spiritists. In both our cases, our magic had surfaced before a teacher had a chance to suggest which type of power we might have. Avill had flown away to the Wildsends where she’d learned to master the amulet on her own. And in doing so, she’d discovered abilities that my mother hadn’t believed possible.

	Was it true, then? Were human mages limited by the stories told to them by their masters?

	“There is another trick,” Mother said, once again smiling beneath her scarf. “I didn’t mention it before because I was so focused on helping you escape. Have you learned to bend the wind?”

	Behind us, Azar clucked to her mount to nudge him closer. Her cheeks were bright red from the gale’s scouring. Her eyes shone with hope at my mother’s words.

	I nodded. “If you can get this storms-cursed wind off of us, Avill, I’ll tell anyone we meet that you’re the stronger magic user.”

	“I wouldn’t stop there,” Avill called over the hiss of the gale. “You should also tell them I’m prettier and far more clever.”

	I rolled my eyes. “In seriousness, I’m sure you can do it.” I hesitated, searching for words that encouraged her without mentioning categories or limitations. “It’s got to be easier than carrying around a pod of pregnant whales.”

	My mother raised an eyebrow but didn’t ask for clarification.

	Avill released one hand from its death grip on the saddle and laid it over her breastbone. I held my breath as she closed her eyes and bowed her head. For a few heartbeats, nothing happened, and then the wind began to slow.

	“Yes, keep going!” Azar said.

	Avill cocked her head in concentration, but her horse chose that moment to swish her tail, brushing Avill’s thigh. My sister squeaked and slapped her hand back onto the pommel.

	“I need a little while first,” she said, voice tight.

	It took quite a few tries, but by midday, we rode in blissful stillness. Fifty paces to either side of the road, the trees bent and swayed. But around us, the sun’s warmth clung deliciously. Confused chipmunks stood at the side of the road as we passed. Azar rode with her knee just a hand’s span from Avill’s. She looked almost smitten with my sister.

	“Does it tire you?” I asked once I figured Avill had the knack of channeling the gale without too much concentration.

	“Not as much is your singing used to,” my sister said with a mischievous smile.

	A low branch overhung the road. I stood in my stirrups and plucked a pinecone. I aimed the missile and sent it squarely into the back of my sister’s head.

	Azar cast me a glare that could have cut steel.

	I shrugged innocently.

	Now that Avill seemed secure in the saddle, we nudged our horses to a trot. When Havialo and I had ridden north, it’d taken many days to cover the distance between Bellows and our destination. But my father felt a good pace would see us there with just a couple nights spent out. Occasionally, we were forced to stop while Father hacked the branches from fallen trees so that the mounts could step over the trunks. Before the sun set, we set up camp in the lee of a sheltering hill where Avill could release her control of the wind. We continued through another day and chilly but relatively sheltered night. By evening the next day, we rode out from beneath the horrid gale and drew in sight of Scorlit Post. Or rather, what had been Scorlit Post.

	My heart ached at the sight of so many flattened buildings. The road had been largely free of chasms, and those we’d encountered had been narrow enough to step across. But here, a gash as wide as a house split the outpost in two. Just one building still stood, and it leaned heavily to the side. The settlement was deserted.

	Shaking his head, my father turned aside before we reached the town’s perimeter.

	We set camp at the base of the Cosmal Crease. Once our tents were up and the supplies sorted, Avill sat before the campfire looking far more tired than the previous evening. With the Crease looming behind us, the lightness had vanished from her mood. Once again, I saw the memories of the Lethin reflected in her face.

	My parents and Azar watched the flames with similar somber expressions. This was a fool’s quest. We had no plans for confronting the Maelstrom much less the rift at its core. Maybe, in the end, we only wished to look upon our doom.

	Futile or not, though, tomorrow would bring the end of our journey south. After eating a dinner of potatoes cooked over the fire, I slipped into the tent and crawled into my bedroll. In my dreams, an army of nightmares surrounded Kostan. I screamed as the dark tide pulled him down.

	***

	After a couple hours of hiking, we stood in the morning sun on the crest of the Cosmal Crease. A few hundred paces ahead, waves slammed the shore, an erratic pummeling that shook the earth. Father hitched a coil of rope onto his shoulder and shook his head. We’d used the line to navigate difficult sections of the ascent, but looking at the wild currents and froth-crowned waves, we now knew with certainty that the work had been for nothing. Even if we journeyed to one of Guralan’s coastal settlements, we’d never find a boat capable of navigating seas like this. Any vessel that tried would sink under the battering of the first wave.

	Did Parveld ever say how far into the Maelstrom the actual rift sat? I asked Lilik. Maybe we’re close enough.

	We didn’t speak of it. Far, though.

	The Lethin sealed the breach from all the way inside the Icethorns, I said, trying to find a reason to hope.

	But they had thousands of mages.

	I sighed. Not to mention, they used all three domains of spiritism and sealed it with geognosty.

	Regarding that, didn’t Nevyn claim a true seal would use a different kind of magic, anyway? Lilik said.

	Yeah… a magic no one believed in. What am I supposed to make of that?

	A wave of consternation flowed across our bond. I have no idea.

	“So what now?” Father asked. His fists were clenched at his sides, the only outward sign of his frustration with the circumstances.

	I stared out at the roiling waves—I should try something before we gave up, but I just didn’t know what. Magic that no one believed in…  The Hunger’s devastation seemed unbelievable, but aside from that, I had no ideas. Parveld had spoken a few times of the unification of magic. Had Nevyn’s theory on how to close the breach been similar? I did have abilities from both the Mind and Essence domains, and I’d harnessed Havialo’s geognosty once. If I concentrated, I might be able to add Body magic to my repertoire. Even then, I didn’t know what I’d do with those abilities.

	I pulled my aura-sight forward, focusing on the Maelstrom’s currents. A few fish swam in the tainted waters, their auras silvery and quick. No doubt if I watched long enough, I’d glimpse a few Riftspawn. The monsters had been washing up on Numintown’s shores for years, long before the Hunger began to tear at the continent in earnest. Like a shadow glimpsed at the edge of my vision, I caught hints of the corruption that pervaded the waters. It was a shapeless thing. Fetid. Hungry.

	Cautiously, I extended a thread of aura and brushed the crests of the waves. I imagined slicing through that formless evil. But my spirit tendril slid through the water like a knife through snow. The substance offered only the barest resistance, and in my physical sight, nothing happened.

	I returned the strand of aura to my spirit. So much for that idea. Sighing, I turned to my family. Maybe one of them would have a suggestion.

	My brows raised in shock at the sight of my sister’s aura. She stood frozen with eyes clenched shut, gripping fistfuls of fabric from her trousers. Her spirit was solid white with concentration.

	Dismissing my aura-sight, I gestured toward her and shrugged as if to question what she was doing.

	“I don’t know,” my mother whispered.

	Moments later, a wind began to blow from the north. It plucked at the strands of hair that escaped my braid. A strange roar filled the air. My father looked up and his eyes widened in shock.

	Though puffs of wind reached down to stir the air around us, overhead, the sky was a raging river. Dust and debris hazed the torrent, blocking the sun and casting a matching stream of shadow a few hundred paces to the west. As the wind blew faster and harder, the air around us felt strange, like the quiet moments just before a downpour. But the sensation persisted, growing stronger as the stream grew to incomprehensible power.

	I shook my head in wonder. It seemed that Avill had somehow grabbed the winds of Guralan and funneled them over our heads.

	A roar from the coast slammed my eardrums. I turned, flabbergasted, as a spear of wind hit the waves. The spray reached for the heavens, a white mist that flew up and away from the gale only to condense and rain down on either side of the impact area.

	Avill took a step forward. The wind pushed against the sea, denting the raging waves. My sister swallowed and released her grip on her trousers. She raised her hands and massaged the air as if envisioning the shape she wished the wind to take. The gale formed walls that parted the frothing sea.

	Little by little, she peeled back the Maelstrom’s grip on a corridor of land, exposing the sodden remains of Dukket Waystation at the base of the Crease. The buildings were gone, smashed to kindling. A few stones remained to show the location of foundations. Stripped of leaves and now tangled with scraps of fabric, the brush that had surrounded the waystation clung raggedly to the earth.

	I stared, awestruck, as my sister began to plod forward. As she advanced, her confidence grew. The walls of air thinned and straightened and her pace increased.

	My parents looked at each other with dumbfounded expressions then turned to me.

	I swallowed. “I suppose we found our way into the Maelstrom.”

	


Chapter Forty-Two

	 

	Kostan

	Heartstone chamber

	 

	 

	I LAY ON the Heartstone, blanketed by my cloak with my head pillowed on my arm and a black-iron sword in my hand. Sleep was fleeting, but I chased it all the same. I’d asked the same from everyone in the city. When sleeping, we didn’t eat. It was the only way we could stretch the rations longer than we already had.

	Slowly, I let my thoughts drift. Closed my eyes and imagined sinking into my bed of agate.

	Thump. Thump.

	My eyes snapped open at the first, low drumbeats of the Riftspawn’s advance. My guts were ice as I stood and shook off my daze. I clutched my sword and locked eyes with my soldiers one by one. Not long now.

	The thuds grew louder, and soon the vibrations shook the city, setting the walls trembling. Weapons rattled in the racks at the edge of the room. Even so, the marching was still distant. With the maze of endless corridors the Spawn must descend to reach the bottom of the city, it might be an hour before they arrived.

	Still, I felt a strange sort of relief to know the wait was almost over. We’d soon meet our final test.

	Surrounding me, soldiers stood at attention, eyes fixed on the narrow chamber entrance. Wide enough for just two men to walk abreast, and with a ceiling low enough that all but the shortest adults had to stoop, the stone corridor stretched back for around twenty paces. Torches lit the passage, gleaming off the polished stone Derinow had sculpted.

	With a last glance at the entrance, I stalked for the back of the room and peered down the central corridor. There, a Prov boy waited to carry messages to the population hunkering in the far corners of the city. “I need to speak with Fishel,” I said to him. “Tell him we need the citizens’ final decision.”

	While waiting, I forced myself to eat and drink from the crate of rations at the rear wall of the chamber. With the pounding of the Riftspawn’s approach, I could scarcely taste the dried mountain trout. Warm water slid down my throat like oil. I clenched my jaw to hold the meal down. I’d felt fear before, but the rattling walls inspired an insidious, creeping dread. 

	“How are you holding up, lad?” Fishel asked as he stepped from the corridor. His beard had thickened in the last weeks. It softened the lines of stress that bracketed his mouth, but his eyes showed his feeling just as clearly.

	“I’m not sure, to be honest,” I said in a voice too low for the soldiers to hear. “The waiting has been difficult.”

	“But now that the enemy is nearly here, you’d rather go back to the uncertainty.”

	“Exactly.”

	“Well, know that you’re everything this Prov innkeeper could have hoped for in an Emperor. If anyone can stand against this threat, it’s you.”

	“I hope I can live up to your faith in me.”

	He clapped me on the shoulder. “You already have. And…” He hesitated. “Savra would be proud of you, too. Remember that today.”

	A wave of sadness rolled over me. Wherever her spirit had gone, I hoped she was at peace now. Maybe we’d both find our way across the veil someday. If the Hunger didn’t swallow us first.

	“So what did the people decide?” I asked.

	Fishel glanced toward the deeper parts of the city. “I’m proud of them, too. They were sorely tempted by Derinow’s offer. Sealing the corridors between here and their chambers might spare them if the Heartstone is destroyed—Parveld might not bother with defenseless citizens once he’s achieved his aim here. But they’ve decided to stand with you. If you and the Heartstone fall, they would rather join you in death than live in whatever world Parveld would create. They’ve come to believe in their Emperor. Love him, even.”

	My chest tightened, and my voice was lost somewhere inside my throat. Blinking away the sting in my eyes, I nodded. 

	“Please pass the word that their faith strengthens me. If there is hope for us today, it comes from their bravery.”

	“I will, my Emperor.” With that, Fishel squeezed my shoulder. Moments later, he was gone.

	***

	The pounding grew louder, throbbing against my eardrums, echoing through my bones. I clenched and unclenched my fists. Focused on my breathing. Anything to distract from thoughts of the advancing horde, the coming fight, the horrors that waited at the end of this.

	For a long hour, the Spawn’s feet drummed the stone. For a long hour, the soldiers stood in readiness, keeping to their rotation as assigned by the Prime Protector. The tension in their shoulders betrayed their fear. Rest brought no relief. Each man and woman who rotated into duty looked just as weary as those they replaced. Near the end of the Riftspawn’s approach, the thumping had grown so loud I could scarcely hear myself think. 

	And then, silence.

	The absence of noise echoed through the city in terrifying stillness. The silence stretched on. From down the narrow entrance corridor came the clicking of heels.

	“A well-planned defense,” Parveld called cheerily. “It nearly eliminates the advantage I have in numbers. Interesting that you had the capability to seal the corridor entirely but chose not to take it. I suppose that would have created a siege situation. I’d have broken through eventually, and in force. Or perhaps I wouldn’t because as you know, I disdain violence. Perhaps I’d have waited out here until your food ran out. But no matter. This way, I must fight, and because you’ve forced me to battle, it gives me the impression you actually think you can win.”

	A strangled sound echoed down the tunnel. If I wasn’t mistaken, the man was trying to laugh.

	“We reject your evil,” I called. “Send your monsters, and we’ll slaughter them one by one.”

	“Yes, yes, Kostan. In due time. But I’m wondering, did you piece together an understanding of what I’ve gained by your prior defeats? It’s just more proof of the righteousness of my quest. Another facet of the communion. I always believed that the mage who managed to unite all forms of magic would transcend our feeble human understanding. Little did I know the true path was much quicker, and that the unification of magic would be nothing but dessert after the main course.”

	“It won’t matter when we close the breach in the Maelstrom. Any powers you’ve gained will be lost when we banish the void you serve.”

	The footsteps stopped suddenly. Good. The comment about the rift might have been a bluff, but at least I’d managed to surprise the man. After a few breaths of silence, Parveld laughed again.

	“Still plucky enough to try a lie. I admire that, Kostan. But at the same time, it’s tiresome. Why don’t we just get on with it, then.”

	A thunderclap rocked the cavern. In the next beat of my heart, my strength fled my body. I was limp. Useless. Weaker than I’d been after waking from my long nightmare in the garrison.

	I dropped to a knee on the floor as, around me, soldiers staggered and fell.

	I shook my head, confused. Parveld was using his newfound Body-domain abilities to weaken us. But why had his attack hit me? The Mind attack had affected only the others. Not me. Had I been protected because of my link with the Heartstone? I slapped a palm onto the agate, willed the Heartshard to bond with it. Immediately, the path to the echoing shadow cavern opened. But I fought against the compulsion to fall into it. Instead, I searched for the lines of energy that bound me to my people. Though I knew they were always present, my connection to the stone strengthened my awareness of them.

	There. Beams of light radiated from the Heartshard, lancing through the city to join me with the Empire’s citizens. Though I couldn’t see them, I could sense the weakness that had struck them down, too. They were powerless, lying helpless on the stone floor of the chambers behind me. But they were still alive, and they still believed in me. I breathed deep and focused on how their faith made me feel.

	Proud. Worthy. Better than this.

	Spreading from my chest in a flood, strength returned to my body. I stood and raised my sword.

	“An impressive effort,” I called out, voice booming. “But you’ll have to do more than that to defeat the Empire of Atal.”

	As I strode for the tunnel, I focused on the soldiers in the chamber with me. One by one, I made eye contact and nodded. Strength flooded across our bonds. Bracing hands on their knees, my fighters stood. We closed ranks, stood shoulder to shoulder, and waited for the onslaught.

	The Riftspawn roared and poured into the tunnel. My soldiers struck hard, piercing the monstrosities through their misshapen chests, slicing their necks, hacking at limbs like butchers when nothing vulnerable was exposed.

	Assured that the front lines were strong, I stepped back to the Heartstone, crouched down, and laid my hand on the smooth surface. At the rear of the chamber, a handful of fighters stood tall when I focused my attention on them. I believed in them as they believed in me. 

	The bodies of slain Spawn mounded up at the entrance to the chamber. Soon, the monsters had to stop their attack and drag the fallen beasts back and out of the way. My soldiers harried them every step, creating a new corpse for every two they managed to clear.

	Another wave fell on us, bringing our first casualty. A Stormshard rogue who fought like a demon with a pair of black-iron daggers fell when a swipe from a claw opened his throat. From behind me, a young protector ran up to take the man’s place.

	“Get the next rotation prepared to fight,” I yelled. The slap of hurrying feet answered my command. As long as we kept rotating fresh soldiers into the front line, we could hold for a very long time. A few minutes later, a group of men and women shuffled wearily into the chamber. When I sent strength and affection across the bonds between us, the new soldiers leaped to action, dashing to the weapon racks and hefting their swords. They slipped in between their tiring comrades, and the first shift of soldiers fell back.

	“Rest and eat,” I called. Once they’d passed out of the room, I lowered my focus on them. Not so far they’d collapse, but enough that my attention remained on the fight.

	Again the bodies of the Spawn blocked the exit. Again, Parveld’s minions were forced to clear the way. In the slowing of action, a pair of soldiers gently carried the slain Stormsharder to the edge of the cavern and laid him down, sliding his eyelids shut.

	The Spawn’s attacks fell on us again and again. The air smelled of blood and sweat and the rotten-fruit stench of the beasts. I lost track of the waves of monsters, felt the hours lurch by in a strange rhythm of death and screams.

	And suddenly, with whip-crack suddenness, the Spawn froze. The beast in the front fell to a quick slash across its neck, and none stepped to take its place.

	“Enough of that,” Parveld called. 

	As the silence stretched on, soldiers from the rear of the chamber ran forward to form a defensive circle around me. 

	I kept my gaze pinned to the entrance. I didn’t dare hope Parveld was giving up. But why stop attacking?

	As if in answer, a boom shook the walls so hard that cracks opened in the ceiling above us. Dust filtered down, clogging the air. Again a boom, and this time, chunks fell from the ceiling near the tunnel entrance. With a last, bone-shaking crack, the walls and ceiling of the corridor Derinow had built exploded inward. The soldiers at the entrance were reduced to pulp. Shrapnel knocked my circle of defenders flat. A man had stepped in front of me when the first boom shook the cavern. A rock smashed his head. Blood sprayed over me as he fell.

	He’d given his life to save mine.

	And now I was alone.

	With a chuckle, Parveld stepped over the rubble of the tunnel. A line of monsters followed him, carrying dusk in a pool at their feet. All but two of the torches had been blown out by the gust of wind in the explosion, and the remaining light cast wavering shadows over the man’s face.

	“It’s amazing what one can do with incalculable strength, a few thousand pieces of scavenged steel, and an abandoned forge large enough to create a battering ram,” he said. A shadow in the haze of dust, the massive ram had been dropped on the mound of debris.

	As Parveld spoke, his monsters stalked slowly through the wide entrance, fanning out to encircle the room. They blocked off the weapon racks—not that I expected I’d be able to ready reinforcements now.

	I glanced to either side. Most of the soldiers who’d defended me were dead. The others were wounded. Men and women squirmed feebly, bleeding from gashes all over their bodies, dragging useless limbs.

	Without another heartbeat’s hesitation, I fell into the Heartstone.

	This time, the lake of agate lay just ahead. I crossed the distance in three long strides, hand out and waiting for the curved blade. The reassuring weight fell into it the moment my foot touched red stone.

	I dropped into a crouch, gripping the sword in both hands. I rarely fought with a two-handed grip, but it just felt right.

	The shadows were all around.

	As one, they struck.

	I sliced through the ranks, shredding dozens of phantoms with each blow. Reduced to tatters, the wights flew up and away as rank upon rank advanced. Again and again, I whirled and struck, dancing back from shadowy claws.

	There were so many of them. In the forest of pillars, thousands more enemies advanced on my small circle of light. Darkness pressed closer to my flashing blade and shuffling feet. My thighs began to burn from holding my bent-legged stance. The sword felt heavy but manageable. I spun a full circle, sword at hip level, and sliced a dozen monsters in two.

	Still they came.

	With a downward arcing slash, I cut the darkness from a trio of shadows half-again as tall as me. The Spawn shrieked as the corruption within them died. I heard it all the way down my connection with the physical realm.

	I roared and struck again, and two more beasts fell.

	And then, in my left arm, numbness. I couldn’t move the muscle, couldn’t keep a grip. My left hand fell away from my double-handed hold on the sword as the arm dropped useless to my side. It was a dead thing and I didn’t understand until, distantly, I felt the pain of a true injury. A physical gash on my upper arm, the wetness of blood soaking my sleeve.

	Ignore it, Kostan.

	One-handed, I darted forward and struck the darkness from a dozen more shadows. They melted before me, and others jumped to fill the spot. 

	My knee suddenly buckled, and I stumbled, dragging the leg. With a desperate slash, I felled two more shadows. The tip of my sword screeched along the stone as I flailed for balance, and somehow, I managed to right myself. But the knee wouldn’t hold weight.

	From far away in the physical realm, I heard a woman crying. “Oh, Kostan,” she said. Was that Falla? Sirez?

	It didn’t matter. With my weight balanced on my good foot, I raised my blade again.

	I heard the rasp of breath behind me.

	Too late to spin.

	Twin blows connected with my shoulder blades and I fell. The sword slipped from my hand and went skidding across the arena. I crawled for it, realized I’d never reach it in time. I rolled, fist raised.

	But rather than advance, the monsters backed away. I squirmed for my sword, kicking with my good leg and crabbing the fingers of my strong arm over stone. A moan of pain escaped my lips.

	My fingers brushed the hilt. Too late. From deep beneath me came a resonant crack. The illusory chamber shattered as the last Heartstone broke. I woke to the flickering glow of the torches, a wall of Riftspawn slavering within a few paces, and Parveld standing over my body.

	My knee was shattered. Bone grated on bone when I tried to move. The slash in my arm ached, the muscle laid open.

	Parveld looked sad.

	“You hurt,” he said. “I’m sorry. I’ll fix it.”

	My breath was ragged. It was so hard to think. Harder to speak.

	“You can still fight it,” I whispered. “This isn’t you, Parveld.”

	The man smiled with one corner of his mouth, shaking his head as if amused. “You’ll see soon enough, my young friend. There’s nothing to fight. I have just a little more work to do. You see, I couldn’t quite understand what the Bracer was telling me.” He raised his arm and pulled back his sleeve to expose the Bracer of Sight. “It made no sense why I saw Savra and her sister wandering through the provinces when I’d already cast her free from bodily concerns.”

	I stiffened. The Bracer? Savra? When I’d fallen into the Heartstone’s cavern, I’d laid my black-iron sword on the stone beside me. It lay off to my right now, just out of reach. Waves of agony battered me as I tried to wiggle toward it. Parveld rolled his eyes and kicked the weapon away.

	“I don’t know how you managed to return her spirit to her body, but it was a good choice to send her south. If anyone can find a way to reach the rift, it’s our dear Savra. Fortunately for me, in the same way I foresaw us having this conversation, I’ve anticipated the need to hurry south and stop her efforts.”

	I shook my head. “Savra’s dead. I watched a mountain bury her.”

	The man sighed. “I admire you. Fighting to the last, using your wits when your body is exhausted. Unfortunately, Kostan, my time is short. Enjoy your time beyond the veil. May you find peace until we meet again in the final communion.”

	The dagger flashed in the air. Humans screamed. As the blade plunged through my armor, my ribs gave way with the force of the blow. Cold steel pierced my heart. My breath gurgled. As darkness pressed in, I felt the familiar sick sensation of my heart and lungs being pulled from my throat. Even as my life faded, Parveld drew from my spirit to power his magic. Black closed over my sight.

	Savra.

	


Chapter Forty-Three

	 

	Savra

	Inside the Maelstrom

	 

	 

	WE TREKKED SOUTH along the old road that traveled Cosmal’s coast, treading a narrow corridor between walls of frothing water. The sea had blunted the peninsula, rounding edges of the landscape and pummeling flat the pitiful structures humans had built over the centuries. Springy and stubborn, many leafless stands of brush had remained. The tangled thickets were clogged with algae and worse things that smelled of decay. According to Father, at least a third of Cosmal’s citizens had died. I didn’t want to think about who or what might be causing the stench.

	An hour or so beyond Waystation Dukket, my father passed off his rucksack to my mother and swung Avill up onto his back. She laid her cheek against his shoulder and closed her eyes. With the roaring wind and the crashing waves that beat at the wall of air defending us, we couldn’t hear one another speak. We could only walk.

	Darkness fell around the time we reached Agartown, the settlement north of our home. The buildings were gone, all except for a stone-walled shed, and beside it an intact sluice box that had somehow avoided destruction.

	We hurried past the site of Numintown, eyes locked to the washed-out road. Even so, the hints of ruin exposed by the starlight made my chest ache.

	At the southernmost tip of the peninsula, we stood on a rocky outcrop that had once marked the end of the world. The gibbous moon rose to our left, casting strange light through the walls of water to either side of us. I stared, shaking my head. All my life, nothing but angry ocean had lain beyond this point. Now, it was just another landmark on our journey. With a shrug, my father adjusted Avill’s weight, stepped off the outcrop, and started trudging along the silt and muck of the sea bottom.

	When dawn came, we stopped and stood in the roaring center of the parted sea and ate breakfast as if it were another day. Avill kept her eyes closed, allowing Mother to slip bites past her teeth.

	Holding open a corridor as long as the peninsula was beyond even the mighty power of Guralan’s winds and Avill’s capability. Instead, the wind ramped down behind us, cleaving a trough. When the raging air reached the ocean bottom, the current split and formed the shape of a teardrop that surrounded us with those towering walls. They rose to the height of ten men, now. After traveling so far, the wind had shed its load of debris, allowing us to look into the sea from the side. Black water faded to green and then to the frothing tops of the waves. 

	As we stood, Avill cocked her head and adjusted the wind so that its howl punched into the water rather than pressing so hard against our ears. In the relative quiet, I heard my family sigh in relief.

	After she ate, Azar approached the walls, stopping only when the gale began to tear at her silk tunic and trousers. She shook her head in wonderment as she craned her neck to take in the immense cliff of ocean overhead. I wasn’t nearly so brave. Most of the time, I’d tried to keep my eyes on the ground for fear that I’d start to panic.

	“How are you, sweet one?” my mother asked after she finished feeding Avill. 

	Avill seemed to struggle over the words. “It’s so hard. But we must…We have to go on.”

	Father nodded. “We can’t turn around now.”

	“I’ll carry her for a while, Evrain,” my mother said. 

	My father hesitated, then nodded. “Fair enough. But leave your rucksack. It’s foolish for us to bring a tenday’s supply of food. We should abandon everything besides water and enough meals for another day or two.”

	My mother pursed her lips as she calculated the meaning behind his words. Another day or two of food might take us to the center of the Maelstrom. But Avill wouldn’t be able to stay awake to hold back the water longer than that. Regardless of what we found in the center of the raging sea, we wouldn’t be able to return the way we’d come.

	A sense of fatalism gripped me. So be it. Kostan’s army wouldn’t hold forever. If we didn’t make this journey and find a way to close the rift, no one in the Empire would live to see Deepwinter anyway. Better to go quickly, perhaps.

	Avill’s arms flopped over my mother’s shoulders, and her head lolled before settling into place against Mother’s back. Mother grimaced and hiked Avill’s weight higher on her hips, leaning forward to keep my sister from tipping backward. Jaw hard, she began marching.

	Azar laid a hand on my shoulder as they moved off. “How long can your sister last?”

	I shrugged as I brought my aura-sight to life. My pulse raced at the sight of Avill’s fading spirit. She’d given so much already. Two days worth of food seemed far too much. 

	“She’s strong,” I said. “We’ll just have to hope.”

	As Mother trudged on, Father, Azar, and I crouched among the rucksacks and discarded the food, clothing, and bedrolls we no longer needed. I took the first turn carrying our reduced supplies so that my father could recover from supporting Avill on his back.

	Azar fell in step beside me as I set out. “At least the view is dramatic,” she said, glancing at the ring of sea surrounding us.

	I picked up a rock with a tuft of seaweed growing on it. When I tossed it, seawater sprayed. The air smelled like low tide. I breathed deep, remembering early mornings in Numintown when Avill and I used to walk along the shore, propping one another up when a wave came rushing over our legs. An idea glimmered to life.

	“Do you know anything about bolstering someone else’s power?” I asked Azar.

	Savra! Fantastic! Lilik said.

	“You want to give power to Avill? I’ve never heard of something like that.”

	“When Havialo attacked Steelhold, spiritists fed him energy. I’m not sure how.”

	Azar chewed her lip then shrugged.

	How about you, Lilik? I asked.

	With a shadowbond, it’s easy, she said. But between two living people, I don’t know.

	I’d just have to experiment. Hurrying forward, I laid a hand on my sister’s back. Mother stopped, casting me a questioning glance, and I raised a finger to ask for patience.

	Rather than spearing Avill with a lance of my aura, I wrapped my spirit around her. Then I imagined giving a portion of my spirit to her, pushing it down like water soaking into a sponge. Her body felt impervious as stone. I pressed harder.

	Abruptly, I fell into the bottomless pit that was my sister. She sucked at me, desperate and hungry. Frantic, I tried to shut off our connection. I was water, but not a steady seep into a sponge. I was gurgling down a wide drain. Nothing I did could plug it.

	Distantly, I heard a yelp. A sack of wet grain hit me from the side. Only after I splashed down into a shallow, muck-filled puddle did I realize Azar had tackled me.

	I felt dizzy, bewildered, and utterly spent. 

	“Please don’t do that again,” Azar said. “Or warn me first, at least.”

	Groggily, I peered my sister. She’d perked up and now helped my mother by holding on.

	“Well, I feel better,” she said mildly.

	Azar helped me to my feet. I wasn’t sure I could walk, but my legs moved of their own accord. My spirit had been drained, but my physical body soldiered on. 

	The day grew longer, and the sun beat down. The damp air held the heat, and soon I’d stripped off my cloak and left it behind. A sheen of sweat coated everyone’s face. With a little furrow of her brow and a wave of her hand, Avill peeled off a tendril of wind and sent it to cool us.

	“Show off,” I said.

	Ever so slowly, my spirit began to recover. I no longer felt hollow. Just brittle inside. Azar carried my sister next, and then it was my turn. I felt her breath against my neck as I trudged forward. Regardless of what waited ahead, I was grateful beyond words to have spent these last days with my family. 

	Mid-afternoon, the sea ahead gradually lightened in color from a deep greenish-black through emerald and finally to a translucent green like glass. We stopped and stared as fish swam through the visible column of water.

	“If I’m not mistaken, the sea… ends?” I said.

	“Oh storms, I hope so,” Avill said. “Put me down, Savra. You’re slow as a half-dead mule.”

	I snorted. “It’s about time you decided to walk for yourself.”

	My body felt light after I lowered her to the ground. I stood straight and rolled my shoulders. Muscles I hadn’t known about ached after the day and a half of constant walking. But at least my spirit had nearly rebounded. From a conversation months ago, I remembered Havialo explaining that mages and spiritists had an inner source of power that replenished over time.

	When Avill started jogging forward, I regretted setting her free. With a groan, I forced my feet to keep up lest the trailing wall of wind catch up with me.

	Abruptly, our bubble of safety burst from the sea and exposed a sun-baked circle of empty landscape. Avill ran into the open, and I started sprinting for the exit, afraid she would forget to hold back the sea behind her. But to my sister’s credit, she whirled and watched us exit the passage she’d made. Only then did she release her control of Guralan’s winds.

	I looked around in awe. Unlike the vertical walls Avill had created, here the sea sloped down to the center. The currents circled us, a steady march that swirled around and down as if emptying through a funnel that lay a few hundred paces underground. Yet beneath our feet, the earth was dry and cracked. Sun glared off a crust of salt. As Avill sank to a seat, the crust broke and released puffs of dust.

	I turned a slow circle, taking in the view. This had to be the center of the Maelstrom. The area was perhaps three hundred paces across. Near the middle, a few stray humps of stone broke the flat surface. Otherwise, the circle was barren and desolate. Eerie silence surrounded us, made even stranger by the roiling water at the perimeter of the area.

	“So… we’re here?” my father asked.

	I ran my teeth over my lip. I’d never really expected to make it. The scene felt like something from a dream. “I guess so.”

	With a nod, my father scooped up Avill. I followed as he set out with long strides for the center of the area. 

	We stopped short upon spotting the figure huddled among the stones.

	The woman wore traveling clothes, torn and stained and of a style that was completely unfamiliar to me. It was her auburn hair that made my heart beat faster. Auburn like Nevyn’s daughter. Auburn like mine.

	She looked up as we approached, face blank save for a faint touch of confusion. “Is it… You’re here. Is it over?”

	“Nevyn?” I asked.

	Her lips pressed together. “I—I believe that was my name.” 

	Stepping closer, I noticed that she ran her hands over a shimmering section of air. A globe around arms-width across, the area was hard to look at. My mind ached when I tried to understand it. It was as if her arms surrounded nothingness. As the Lethin had called it, a void. Yet the Hunger’s realm wasn’t quite exposed, either. 

	This was the rift. Or rather, the thinning in the barrier. The breach wasn’t complete, or we wouldn’t still be standing here.

	My father set Avill beside one of the stone outcrops and helped her lean back. Within a breath, my sister was asleep.

	I crouched near Nevyn, carefully avoiding the oily nothingness before her. “What did you mean when you asked whether it was over?”

	A parade of expressions crossed Nevyn’s face. Wistfulness and confusion and concern. “I’ve been holding the barrier together. It’s been so long. The others did something to help, but that’s almost gone. I thought maybe you came to release me.”

	“The other mages of the Lethin?”

	Nevyn stared into the distance while considering my question then nodded. “They told me they planned to dam the flood. But I knew it wouldn’t work.”

	“You’ve been here all these years. More than a thousand. How?”

	Behind me, Father let out a low whistle. I glanced at him and nodded.

	“I saw past what the other said was possible. I knew I must hold this together, that I might need to wait for a long time for someone to help me. So I created the magic to sustain my life.”

	Amazing, Lilik whispered. Parveld would have auctioned off his limbs for a chance to meet this woman.

	“I want to do more than release you. I want to help you close the rift. Tell me how.”

	She shook her head. “I can’t. It will limit you.”

	Right. Nevyn believed that the limitations of magic were created by failings of imagination.

	“Then where do I begin?”

	She peered at me, her eyes seeming to see past the boundaries of my flesh and straight into my soul. “Yes, I think you might have the strength to help me finish this. Come close. To work against it, you must understand it. You must find your own way to be the void’s enemy.”

	***

	After an hour spent with my hands near the rent between worlds, my shoulders ached. My calves had gone numb. But considering that Nevyn had been maintaining the barrier for a thousand years, I didn’t have space to complain.

	The void was greed, jealousy, insatiable Hunger. It wanted our world for the simple act of taking. It would consume us but offer nothing in return. It was sorrow. It held despair.

	And finally, I understood how to break it.

	The people around me represented everything the Hunger was not. They possessed the incomprehensible ability to hope even when the circumstances defied all reason for it. Together, my family had walked to the edge of the Maelstrom, and more, we’d plunged into its heart. Even though I’d had no notion of how to close the breach, they’d supported me.

	Farther away, the Provs in the villages we’d visited had turned from their hatreds and given me their faith. All on the words of a young woman describing the man she’d fallen in love with. Kostan was out there somewhere, standing against the darkness he could never hope to defeat.

	Humanity’s indomitable spirit, our boundless hope and unbreakable capacity for love. Those were the magics that could beat the Hunger. Now I only needed to understand how to shape them.

	I fell into my aura-sight and envisioned my connection to my family as an extension of my spirit. Like Parveld’s unification of magic, I imagined myself combining and channeling the good qualities in those who surrounded me. As I shaped my aura to gather from their spirits, power swelled inside me. I began to trickle it toward the space in front of my hands.

	A beginning of a seal. But not enough.

	I needed energy from more spirits. As I stretched farther, reaching out over the Maelstrom and toward the provinces, a circle of light began to glow on the ground beside me.

	I shook my head, confused. That wasn’t my doing, was it?

	“Azar?” I asked.

	“Not me.”

	The area grew brighter and brighter. I squinted against the glare.

	With a thunderclap, Parveld winked into existence.

	Loosed by his sudden arrival, a fist of air knocked me to the side. My hand shot out to break my fall as I clung desperately to my magic and the work I’d begun. Avill toppled sideways, waking with a start.

	With a yelp, my father leaped to his feet. His sword hissed from the scabbard. Parveld glanced in his direction, flicked a hand, and sent my father flying.

	“Hello, everyone,” the mage said.

	Azar screamed and rushed at him. Again, Parveld waved his hand as if shooing a fly. The woman went sailing over the cracked earth, hit with a thud, and tumbled to a stop.

	Panic seized me. We couldn’t have come so far to lose now. I bit down hard on my lip, forcing focus. Parveld might be powerful, but I’d learned how to oppose the Hunger’s evil. I understood how to wield the magic of human nobility. 

	Closing my eyes, I formed a hammer of my spirit. With a scream of defiance, I sent it sledging into the man’s chest. He grunted and fell back, and when he tried to rise, I speared his limbs to the ground with lances of honor and joy.

	He struggled to rise for a moment, failed, and then laughed.

	“I never saw that,” he said. “It seems we’ve finally advanced beyond the predictions of the Bracer of Sight.”

	My father rose from the hard earth. He rubbed his shoulder and bent and straightened his elbow. With a twist of his head to clear stiffness from his neck, he bent down and retrieved his sword. He stalked over and placed the tip of his blade against Parveld’s throat.

	“Let’s say you kill me and manage to seal the rift,” Parveld said. “What then?”

	“We rebuild our homes,” my father said. He looked to me for the command. Should he kill the man?

	Parveld struggled feebly against my restraints. Now that he and his powers were confined, I inspected him. The poor man. His cheeks were hollow, his clothing filthy. Madness shone in his eyes.

	I sighed. “Just keep him under guard.”

	 Assured that he was no threat, I stretched my aura wide, searching for more power. It hurt to spread myself so thin, like my skin was stretched over far too many bones. But with the strength of my family nearby, I went farther than I’d ever managed. At the very edge of my awareness, I skimmed the auras of a few, intrepid Guralaner families who lived and farmed on the coast of the Maelstrom. But the distances were too great. I couldn’t gather their energy.

	I hesitated before I asked the question. No matter that she’d admitted the truth and apologized for her actions, I still wasn’t certain I trusted Lilik. But I didn’t see a better option.

	Lilik, I said, can you help me like you did in Jaliss?

	Tides, it’s so hard to see him like this, Lilik said. Sorrow radiated from the bracelet, but rather than penetrating my spirit, it washed over me and away. I held too much light for her grief to ruin my aura-manipulation. But still, my heart ached for her. And for Parveld.

	I know. I’m sorry. If we close the rift… Do you think there’s a chance we can bring the real Parveld back?

	A faint trickle of hope bled from the bracelet, and within a heartbeat, it became a flood. Yes! It might work! 

	Lilik’s energy burst from the bracelet, swelled inside my aura, and stretched my sight farther. I wrapped my awareness around the Guralaner farmers. They were scared, living in shanties, wondering how long it would be until the Riftspawn returned. Despair tinged their spirits. I probed deeper, searching for the hidden hopes they feared to acknowledge. Down inside, mothers still wished for their children to grow up beside the sea. Fathers glanced at their huddled families and marveled at their bravery. Love bound the groups together, and I gathered it to me.

	My father twisted the tip of his sword but didn’t allow it to bite into Parveld’s throat. “I trust you, Savra, though I admit it’s difficult to show restraint.”

	Mercy. It was one of the many qualities that raised us above the Hunger. When the blade touched the man and didn’t taste blood, my power surged higher. I pressed more energy against the thinning in the barrier.

	Parveld laughed, a low and tortured sound. “There’s something you haven’t considered. What do you think holds back the sea, Savra?”

	I glanced at Nevyn. The woman had been nodding as I worked over the rift. Her eyes were closed, and she offered no answer.

	“It’s the Hunger, of course,” Parveld said. “When the rift tore wide, it swallowed part of the sea. The ancient people stopped the process. Now we have stasis. If you seal out the Hunger’s influence, though, the world returns to normal.”

	I glanced at the slopes of seawater that climbed up and up to reach the level of the thrashing waves. All of it would come crashing in. 

	“Is that true, Nevyn?” I asked.

	The woman shrugged. “My magic brought me here to face the gash between worlds. The sea was already gone.”

	Avill stalked over and stared down at Parveld. Her lip curled in disgust. “This guy is the big evil mage? He doesn’t look very scary. Anyway, I have a knack for carrying people out of trouble. If you dispel the corruption, I’ll be able to use it again.”

	My mother laughed quietly. “He can’t stop you with magic or force, Savra, so he’s trying to defeat you with words. Regardless of what happens, Avill is right. She can whisk us away.”

	Reassured, I bowed my head and closed my eyes. My concentration narrowed. My spirit and the energy of those who joined with me were all that mattered. Even if death came, we would light the halls of the dead with our love and laughter. I gathered more power and massaged it over the breach.

	“Yes,” Nevyn whispered. “It’s working. But we need more.”

	More… I already felt stretched to breaking. “Azar,” I said, “you sensed what I did with Avill. Can you lend me strength?”

	“I can try.” The ferro mage hurried over. She pressed a hand against my shoulder, her touch so light she might have been a bird. Closing her eyes, she exhaled slowly. “I don’t…wait…” she said before trailing off. In defiance of her words, a wave of cool energy flowed into my spirit and boosted my awareness further. My aura reached all the way to Bellows. The despair in the town ran deep. Deeper than in the coastal families. But at the far edge of the city, a strange mass of shimmering light crept through the streets. The glow spread from the north, and the area it had already consumed stretched up and away, beyond the limits of my awareness.

	Tides, it’s amazing, Lilik said. Savra, you did this.

	What… what is it?

	It’s the spirit of the Empire. You didn’t have time to speak to the citizens of Bellows, but in the settlements further north, your words spawned hope.  This is the shape of it, and it’s spreading.

	Focusing every trace of my ability on reaching that curtain of light, I extended just a thread of my spirit. When I brushed against the mass, my aura buzzed with potential. Joy flooded every corner of my awareness.

	“I killed Kostan, you know,” Parveld said.

	His words sliced me like a cold steel blade. Abruptly, I was cartwheeling through emotions, lost.

	“Don’t listen to him, Savra,” Azar whispered. “You were almost there.”

	My aura’s tumble slowed and stopped. I struggled to find an anchor, a rope to climb free of the aching darkness in my heart.

	“I really did,” Parveld said. “He was brave. He defended the final Heartstone with his life. But I slipped the dagger between his ribs and watched his life fade.”

	Memories of Kostan flew through my thoughts. I saw him laughing, agonizing over decisions, working side by side with the Provs. He couldn’t be gone.

	Listen to me, Savra, Lilik snapped. Whether it’s true or not, your work here is the only thing that matters. The last piece of defiance in the world.

	I gritted my teeth. Only the rift mattered. Sorrow could follow. I tried to refocus on the bounds of my aura, but my control was slippery. My sudden grief had coated my mind with oil. I wasn’t meant to mix such sadness with the overwhelming courage of the Empire’s people. Still, I lurched forward, reaching clumsily for Bellows and that shimmering wall.

	I glimpsed it. But when I tried to brush against it, nothing happened.

	Nevyn glanced up. “It hurts to lose someone,” she said quietly as she ran her eyes over my family. “She needs to know you’re here.”

	First Mother then Avill stood and approached, sidestepping carefully around the void. After a long hesitation, my father jerked his blade from Parveld’s throat and trotted to join us. Arms wrapped me from behind. We were together, no matter what.

	It was enough. Filled with the love of those around me, my spirit surged forward and plunged into the lake of shimmering hope. I cried out as I spread my hands wide and let the energy flow over the breach. Nevyn leaned in to help me guide it.

	“Good. Almost there.” She glanced at my family. “Best to get back now. Just in case.”

	The others moved away as the barrier between worlds thickened. Our physical realm closed over the void. The wrongness faded, warm air replacing the unclean shimmer. With a final snap no louder than a spark of static, the rift was gone.

	“Oh rotting tides!” Parveld’s hoarse cry echoed over the barren land as the corruption fled and the madness abandoned him. “I never wanted… How could I?”

	The banishment rolled outward. Azar gasped, and I knew the tainted magic had left her rings.

	“Avill! Hurry!” I called, waving her forward. “Everyone huddle tight.”

	The cluster of people condensed around me. Azar grabbed Parveld on her way forward, dragging the grieving man. Avill sprinted across the dirt and collided with the group, slapping her hand over her pendant and screwing her eyes shut.

	Nothing happened.

	“Avill?”

	“It’s not working! It’s… dead.”

	Oh, storms. Of course. 

	The Wind’s Gift was a Maelstrom-relic. Its magic had come from the void, and now it was gone.

	I swallowed as the sea roared to life. The wave sluiced forward, a wall of death.

	“I don’t Want this!” Parveld cried. “I Want to fix it.”

	Abruptly, my chest ached. My lungs and heart were being yanked from my throat. The ground beneath us glowed bright white.

	A thunderclap. Sea, sky, and earth vanished.

	


Chapter Forty-Four

	 

	Lilik

	Heartstone chamber

	 

	 

	LILIK PRESSED HER spirit against the hard-edged confines of the bracelet. Every wrinkle and divot in the metal was carved in her mind, as familiar as the touch of Raav’s spirit, but so brutally unbending. Her prison resisted her in uncaring solidity. Forever.

	“Let me hold you,” Raav said.

	Lilik didn’t answer. Instead, she threw herself at the walls again. And again. And again, until finally, her spirit was bruised and aching and she sank into a twist of the metal. Her husband settled in beside her, wrapping an ethereal arm around her shoulders.

	“Savra needs us now,” he said.

	“I know. It’s just… Parveld didn’t come. Why? Why did he send the others? We won, but he chose to sacrifice himself to the sea.”

	“Guilt, I imagine. He never could forgive himself for causing harm. Or maybe there wasn’t enough power in his weaving. He sent only those he could.”

	The woman, Nevyn, hadn’t arrived either. Maybe Raav’s theory was right. “Either way… there’s really no hope now, is there? We’re trapped.”

	“We have each other. We can be happy here.” Raav’s voice hummed through her spirit. “Like I said, though, Savra needs us.”

	Lilik cast her perception outward again, gathering from the woman’s senses. Savra and her family had appeared in a wide chamber carved from stone. Warm, damp air flowed into Savra’s nostrils. Beneath her feet, shards of red agate crunched as she ran toward the center of a shattered Heartstone to Kostan’s body. Dark blood covered the man’s chest, surrounding a dagger that jutted from his armor. 

	Time flowed differently in the bracelet when compared to the world of the living. Moments stretched out when Lilik’s and Raav’s emotions were high and compressed into a snapshot when the pair drifted in quiet companionship. Just a few heartbeats had passed since Savra’s family had appeared in the chamber, arriving in another ear-shattering thunderclap. In the first instants, Lilik had watched through Savra’s eyes. At the edges of the chamber, soldiers had stood with blades raised, staring in horror and shock. Other bodies lay bleeding and dead on the floor, torn apart as if by Riftspawn. But there’d been no sight of the monsters. Had they vanished when the rift closed?

	Savra had whirled, taking in the chamber before her eyes arrowed to Kostan’s lifeless form.

	Now, as Savra fell to her knees beside her beloved’s body, Lilik packed away her grief. Raav was right. She couldn’t change her destiny, but she could help Savra now.

	Kostan’s cheeks were still warm beneath Savra’s hands. Tears splattered on the blood-stained leather of his armor as she leaned over him and sobbed. At the edges of the room, cries of grief rose to the stone ceiling. The soldiers and citizens had loved their Emperor, and now he was gone.

	Savra’s spirit was a bottomless well of sorrow. Fortifying herself with Raav’s closeness, Lilik extended sympathy and comfort across her shadowbond with the woman. It was like trying to warm a northern ocean by pouring water from a teakettle.

	“Kostan,” Savra cried, voice cracking. She wrapped her hand around the dagger’s hilt and yanked. Blood oozed from the slash in the armor, and the woman sobbed harder.

	She leaned down and pressed a kiss to his still lips, tears spilling over his face. Her chin trembled. Loss filled her body, aching so fiercely that Lilik had to soften the connection to endure it. The chamber seemed too small to hold such anguish. A city’s worth of rooms would have overflowed with her grief.

	As Savra sat up, her sister shuffled up from behind. Avill crouched down and wrapped thin arms around Savra’s body. They sat in bereaved silence until a low hum vibrated the air. 

	The sound grew louder for a breath, and then Parveld’s voice rose from nothingness, echoing off the walls.

	“I’m sorry. I can’t fix everything, no matter how badly I Want it. But I can fix this.”

	As soldiers shouted in shock, raising their weapons against the phantom voice, white glow bloomed over Kostan’s chest. Brighter and brighter until even Savra had to look away. The moment endured, and then Kostan drew a rattly breath.

	


Epilogue

	 

	Kostan

	Bellows, Guralan Province

	 

	 

	THE CANDLES WAVERED in the swirl of air that entered the room when Savra opened the wood-plank door and slipped into our chambers. I set aside the stack of ledgers Vaness had forced on me and stared at her. Flame-colored hair wreathed a face still puzzling over some intricacy of magic she’d been investigating. One of her eyebrows lowered while she sucked on the inside corner of her mouth.

	“If it isn’t the Empress of Atal,” I said. 

	She pulled herself from her thoughts and rolled her eyes. “I wish everyone would stop calling me that.”

	“Then perhaps I should have said, ‘If it isn’t my beautiful wife.’”

	A smile touched her lips and warmed me from the inside out. She tugged a strand of hair and pulled up a seat at the table. In the hearth, a massive log smoldered, sap hissing and perfuming the air. Freshly-stripped of their bark, the logs that formed the walls of our makeshift palace added to the cozy scent. I suspected we’d grow tired of the smells of woodsmoke and sap soon enough. Once we’d weathered the remaining months of Chilltide and the long, seven hundred days of Deepwinter, we might reconsider the choice to move the Empire’s capital to Bellows. But for now, the location provided timber for rebuilding and warmth, and it erased the notion that old Atal was the seat of power. Guralan’s largest settlement stood almost dead-center in the Empire. By governing from here, we shortened distances for communication and supply lines.

	Not to mention, without the wind, it was much warmer than the frosty grasslands and mountains of the north.

	“You look like you’re having fun,” Savra commented with a smirk and a gesture toward my stack of papers.

	I groaned and flopped a hand onto the table. “Sometimes I wish Vaness weren’t so diligent. I have reports on bridge building and fishery output and missives from the emissaries sent to the Wildsends. Oh, and a very detailed ledger listing each and every citizen arrived from the north.”

	“Will we have space for them?” Savra asked.

	I sighed. “I hope so. We’re working hard to establish the shelters. Vaness believes that just over half of the survivors will come south. The others think their stores will last until Warmingtide.” 

	A wrinkle of concern formed between her eyebrows. “I hope they’re right.”

	“You don’t think it’s a sign of resistance, do you?”

	She slipped her fingers into my hand and squeezed. Savra knew I didn’t care to maintain central control. The Breaking was over, and the Hunger had been banished. No dark visions demanded that I hold the Empire together. But the earthquakes and war had destroyed much of our food, obliterated our roads, toppled more than half the homes. With the advancing season, my advisers insisted I should remain in place. Apparently, thanks to a letter Savra had written about me and distributed among the settlements, the Provs now believed in my leadership.

	“I regret to inform you that you’re as popular as ever,” she said with a smirk.

	I glanced again at the papers. “I hope I can live up to their faith in me.”

	“Says the man who fought thousands of monsters single-handedly.”

	“Only to die and be rescued by the kiss of a woman who achieved something that a thousand mages couldn’t. “

	“I told you, it wasn’t the kiss that—

	“I know, it was Parveld’s last dawnweaving. But would you rather come back to life to the sound of a strange old man’s voice or the kiss of the woman you loved?”

	“I suppose I’ll leave you to your fantasies,” she said.

	“Speaking of strange ancient people who came from the past to save us…” I glanced at her bracelet.

	She laid a protective hand on it. “I worked more with Hoareld and Azar today. I think we’re getting close.”

	When Savra had finally sealed the rift, the power had drained from the Maelstrom-metals. The former ferro mages had now become a simple group of scholars and sages. But even without magic, they recalled their former capabilities. Before giving the black-iron objects over to be reforged as blades, the senior ferro mages had removed their previous enchantments from the objects. Those enchantments had been powered by binding the spirits of the dead to the black iron. The process was similar enough to the magic that tied Lilik and Raav to the bracelet that Savra believed she could unlock the secret of freeing them. Apparently, even Parveld believed she could succeed—after a few months of silence, he’d finally stopped avoiding her when she entered the halls of the dead to speak with him.

	“I have no doubt you’ll succeed. You have my utmost faith,” I said.

	She smiled, understanding the many meanings of my statement. Though the parts we’d played in saving the Empire were vastly different, we’d each experienced the magic that lay in knowing someone believed in you.

	The citizens of the Empire had faith in us now. Whether she wanted to admit it or not, Savra was as much their leader as I was. Together, we would lead our people through the difficult times ahead. 

	Together.


Dear Reader,

	 

	Thank you so much for reading Fate of the Drowned. I really hope you enjoyed it! As a working writer, I utterly depend on readers to spread the word on my books.

	 

	Please leave a review on Amazon (click here) for this book and for other authors you enjoy! I promise that I read every review (yes, even the critical ones). Sometimes, they help me shape the story to come, and often, they are the reason I get out of bed and in front of my computer long before the sun rises. Thank you!!




	 

	If you would like to grab some free goodies and participate in my reader community, head over to CarrieSummers.com and join my reader group. This is something I’m actively growing, and I expect to have even more fun stuff in 2018. Plus, the group is how I let readers know when new books are out.

	 

	So, what’s next? I’m planning big things for 2018. The first book should be early in the new year. In the meantime, for the story of Parveld (once known as Paono), Lilik, and Raav, check out my Shattering of the Nocturnai series:

	 

	Nightforged

	Shadowbound

	Duskwoven

	Darkborn

	 

	Thank you so much!

	--Carrie
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