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Varek Is Burning
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Sloane

The priest was still breathing when Sloane took the vial from his neck.

She told herself that mattered. That the not-killing-him part counted for something, even if she’d broken two of his ribs getting to that point and left him propped against a burning market stall with his robes smoldering at the hem. She told herself this and kept moving, because Varek was on fire and the streets were filling with ash and the vial in her fist was doing something no vial had any business doing.

It was glowing.

Amber. Warm. Like holding a coal that didn’t burn.

She closed her fingers around it and ran.

The Ashen Priests had come in at dusk, which was the hour they always chose—when the light was bad and the shadows belonged to them and the people of Varek were transitioning between the version of themselves that worked and the version that drank. Sloane had been neither. She’d been in the back room of a grain merchant’s warehouse, sleeping on a borrowed pallet and minding no one’s business including her own, which was a skill she had spent three years perfecting.

The first explosion brought her off the pallet and to the window.

The second told her it wasn’t an accident.

The third—the one that opened the refugee settlement on the southern edge of the market district and sent firelight thirty feet into the air—told her to get out.

She was already dressed. She was always already dressed. She slept in her boots like a woman who understood that the difference between alive and dead was often measured in the seconds it took to lace them.

She took the back way out of the warehouse, through the loading dock and into the alley that ran behind the dye works, and she was three blocks from the settlement when she heard them: the liturgical chant of Ashen Priests in formation, eight voices in precise unison, moving through the smoke like something that did not breathe. She’d heard that chant twice before. Both times she’d run and survived. Tonight she ran and turned a corner and walked directly into a priest standing alone at the mouth of the alley with his back to her, watching the fire.

He had something around his neck. A vial on a cord, glass sealed with dark wax, and even from four feet away she could feel it. Like pressure behind the eyes. Like the moment before a storm broke.

Like her wolf, pressing against the inside of her ribs.

She hadn’t felt her wolf in eight months.

The priest heard her stop breathing.

He started to turn.

She hit him twice—once to drop him, once to keep him down—and she took the vial from his neck before his knees finished hitting the cobblestones, and then she ran, and the vial glowed amber in her fist the entire way, warm as a held hand, warm as something that recognized her.

* * *
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THE SOUTHERN BRIDGE was already jammed.

Varek’s refugee population had doubled in the past six months as the Ashen Rite spread east and the packs fled ahead of it, and tonight every one of them had reached the same conclusion at the same time: the bridge, the river, the far bank. Sloane pushed into the crowd and moved sideways through it rather than with it, the way her old pack’s tracker had taught her—find the current, then find the edge of the current, then move along the edge where things were thinner. It was slower. It kept her from getting pinned.

She got halfway across before the screaming started behind her.

Not fire-screaming. She knew that register. This was different—shorter, sharper, the sound people made when something was actively happening to them rather than about to.

She turned.

Three imperial soldiers had pushed onto the bridge from the Varek side, cutting through the crowd the way soldiers always did—like people were geography. They were looking for someone specific. Sloane could tell by how they moved, by the way they were checking faces rather than just clearing a path. She turned back toward the far bank and took two steps and then one of them shouted, and she understood from the direction of the shout that it wasn’t her.

There was a man ahead of her.

Big. Dark-clothed. Moving wrong—too controlled for someone trying to flee, too precise for someone who’d been surprised by the raid. He was already changing direction before the soldier finished shouting, already reading the geometry of the bridge and the position of the other two soldiers and the gap between the bridge railing and the crowd, and he moved like a man who had done this before, in other cities, under other burning skies.

He was also, she noted in the half-second she had for noting things, absolutely enormous.

One of the soldiers grabbed a woman trying to push past, used her as an anchor to slow the crowd, and the man in dark clothes turned all the way around and Sloane saw his face for the first time: hard jaw, harder eyes, a scar that crossed his left cheekbone and made the geometry of his face asymmetrical in a way that should have made him ugly but didn’t, and he looked at the soldiers and then he looked at her and something passed across his expression that she couldn’t read.

He did not look like a refugee.

He looked like a man taking inventory.

The vial pulsed against her palm.

She closed her fist tighter around it.

* * *
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THE BRIDGE FIGHT WAS quick and ugly.

Sloane didn’t start it. She was clear on this point later, not because anyone asked her to account for it but because she liked to keep accurate records of the things she’d done and hadn’t done, and she hadn’t started the bridge fight. The soldier who grabbed the woman to use as a crowd anchor had started it, specifically the part where he’d gripped her by the hair, which was the kind of thing that made Sloane’s decision-making move very quickly from the deliberative part of her brain to a different part entirely.

She hit the soldier who had the woman’s hair. She hit him in the throat, which was efficient and specific and dropped him immediately, and then the crowd surged because crowds always surged when someone dropped a soldier, and the second soldier lunged for her and she was already moving but not quite fast enough, and she was bracing for the impact when the man in dark clothes put himself between her and the soldier with a speed that didn’t match his size.

He didn’t hit the soldier.

He said something to him. Low. Too low for Sloane to hear over the crowd and the fire and the river. Whatever it was, the soldier went still for two full seconds—not confused, not afraid exactly, but paused in the particular way of someone who had just received information that required immediate recalibration. Then the crowd broke around all of them and the soldiers were carried back toward the Varek side and the man in dark clothes turned to Sloane and she saw the mark on his left forearm.

A wolf’s head, stylized, brand-scarred into the skin.

The Ironmaw brand.

She knew that brand.

She’d been sixteen when she learned it. Seventeen when she understood what it meant. Three years ago, on a night that also smelled like smoke, she’d stood at the edge of the Grayhollow encampment and watched everything her pack had built burn to the ground, and the men who carried that brand were the ones who’d carried the torches.

He was watching her look at his arm. He knew she’d seen it. He didn’t try to cover it.

“You need to move,” he said. Not a question. Not an apology. “They’ll regroup in two minutes. Maybe less.”

She should have run. She was good at running. She had a vial that glowed in her hand and three blocks between her and the far riverbank and no particular reason to stand here looking at the brand on a strange man’s arm while Varek burned.

“Who are you?” she asked.

Something moved through his expression. Calculation. A decision made and then revised.

“Jackson Reed,” he said. “Ironmaw Pack.”

He said it like a test. Like he was waiting to see what she did with the name.

What she did was close her fist tighter around the vial and say, with all the steadiness she had: “I know who you are.”

He looked at her hand. At the amber glow leaking between her fingers.

“I know what you’re carrying,” he said.

That was when the third soldier found them.

* * *
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THEY FOUGHT THE THIRD soldier and two more who came with him, and Sloane did not waste time being surprised that Jackson Reed fought the way he did—like the violence was a language he’d been speaking longer than any other, fluent and economical, nothing wasted. She was not bad herself. She knew this without vanity; it was just information; the same way she knew her left knee was unreliable in the cold and her night vision was better than most. Her old pack’s war-leader had trained her from the age of fourteen, and she had not stopped training when the pack was gone because stopping had not been an option she’d recognized as available.

The soldiers went down. The crowd had cleared enough to give them room. The bridge was empty of everyone except the unconscious soldiers and Sloane and Jackson Reed and, behind him, two others she hadn’t noticed until now: a woman with a shaved head and a fighter’s posture that said second-in-command without requiring a word, and a younger man, barely twenty, whose face said he’d found the entire thing tremendously exciting and was trying to look like he hadn’t.

Ironmaw. All of them.

Sloane took one step back.

“We’re not your enemy tonight,” the woman with the shaved head said. Her voice was flat and professional, which was not the same as friendly. “Save that for the priests.”

“Nova,” Jackson said. One word, no inflection, but the woman closed her mouth.

He was looking at Sloane. Just looking, the way he’d done on the bridge when she’d seen him check the geometry of the situation—cataloguing, filing, making assessments she couldn’t see the shape of.

“Where were you planning to go?” he asked.

“Anywhere that isn’t here.”

“Same,” the young one said helpfully. Jackson didn’t look at him.

The fire behind them made a sound like tearing cloth as another building gave. Sloane felt the heat on her back and the vial warm against her palm and the wolf in her chest, that long-quiet thing, pressing forward again the way it had in the alley—not frightened, not frantic, just insistent. Noting something. Recognizing something.

She told it to stop.

“You said you know what I’m carrying,” she said to Jackson Reed. “What do you think it is?”

The calculation again. The decision revised.

“Don’t make me answer that here.”

Which was not the same as not answering.

Another building. Another sound like the city’s bones snapping. The smoke was thicker now, and somewhere behind them the priests’ chant had started again, eight voices in liturgical unison, moving closer.

Sloane’s options were these: run alone into a burning city she didn’t know well enough, run across the far bank into territory she knew even less, or ride with four members of the pack that had destroyed the last place she’d let herself belong.

The wolf pressed against her ribs.

She told it, again, to stop.

“If I ride with you,” she said, “I’m not pack. I’m not bound. I leave when I choose.”

“Yes,” he said, without hesitating.

“And you tell me what you think I’m carrying. Not here. But soon.”

The hesitation was shorter this time. “Yes.”

She looked at him for three more seconds. At the Ironmaw brand on his left forearm. At the scar crossing his cheekbone. At the way he was holding still under her scrutiny, which was the thing that surprised her most—most people, facing that kind of looking, filled the silence or shifted their weight or found something else to look at. Jackson Reed stood like a man who had decided to be looked at and was waiting for her to finish.

She filed that away.

“Where are the horses?” she said.

The young one—she would learn his name was Caleb, and that he was constitutionally incapable of letting a silence be—said, “We have five. You can have mine, I don’t mind the saddle-share.”

“Caleb,” Nova said, with the particular tone of someone who had said this name in this tone many times before.

“What? I’m just saying we have options—”

Jackson moved. The rest of them fell in. Sloane fell in with them, four steps behind, one hand around the glowing vial and her eyes on the Ironmaw brand as it disappeared into the smoke ahead of her.

She did not trust them.

She did not have to.

She just had to survive tonight, and then tomorrow, and then she would figure out what the vial meant and what Jackson Reed knew about it and what she was going to do about all of it.

She was good at figuring things out.

Varek burned behind her. She didn’t look back.

❦
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What She Is
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Jackson

Jackson had been inside a burning city before. Three of them, if he was counting, and he was always counting because a man who stopped counting his close calls was a man who stopped taking them seriously.

Varek was the worst of the three. Not because of the scale of the fire, which was significant but not the largest he had seen. Not because of the priests, though eight Ashen Priests in liturgical formation were something he had trained his pack to fear and respect in equal measure. Varek was the worst because of what he had seen in the alley.

A vial, glowing amber.

Warm light leaking between a woman’s fingers like something alive.

He had known what it was the moment he saw it. He had spent two years learning to recognize it, consulting every account the Ironmaw archives held of the Ashborn bloodline and its artifacts, and the knowing had landed in his chest like a stone dropped into still water. Heavy. Spreading outward.

He had not let it show on his face.

He was practiced at that.

The bridge had been Nova’s idea, in the sense that she had pointed at it and said the river was the only guaranteed exit and Jackson had agreed because she was right and because the bridge put them moving in the same direction as the crowd, which was always preferable to cutting against it. What Nova had not anticipated, and what Jackson had not anticipated either if he was being honest about it, was the woman.

He had seen her in the alley first. He had not registered her as significant. She was small and quick and moving with the particular controlled urgency of someone who had a destination in mind and was not going to be diverted from it, and there were a hundred people in the streets of Varek moving exactly like that tonight. He had filed her away and moved on.

Then he had turned the corner onto the bridge approach and seen the glow.

Amber. Unmistakable. Pulsing once, twice, in the time it took him to cross the ten feet between them.

He had stopped moving. He had made himself start again.

He had spent the next forty seconds on the bridge calculating.

The calculation was this: the vial was an Ashborn artifact, one of the resonance keys the imperial priests had been hunting for three generations. It responded only to Ashborn blood. The woman holding it was therefore Ashborn, which meant she was the last of a bloodline the Empire had nearly exterminated and which represented the only known mechanism for breaking the Ashen Rite. She was also, based on the way she moved through the crowd and the way she had watched the soldiers without flinching, someone who knew how to handle herself.

She was the single most valuable person Jackson had encountered in two years of looking.

And she had seen the Ironmaw brand on his forearm.

He had watched her see it. Had watched her face go through something fast and controlled, the way faces did when people were managing a reaction they did not want witnessed. Whatever she felt about the brand, she had put it somewhere internal and closed the door. He respected that. He also filed it away.

A woman who recognized the Ironmaw brand and controlled her reaction to it was a woman with a history involving the Ironmaw Pack. He did not know the shape of that history yet. He needed to know it before he told her anything else.

* * *
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THE HORSES WERE IN the tanner’s yard three streets back from the bridge, where Caleb had left them with explicit instructions not to let anyone else near them and the implicit confidence that Caleb’s instructions were followed because he looked too earnest to argue with. The horses were there. The tanner’s apprentice who had been watching them looked relieved to hand them over.

Nova got her horse and Jackson got his and Caleb had already mounted by the time the woman walked into the yard. She stopped at the entrance and looked at the horses and then at Jackson with an expression that said she was revising some internal estimate.

“Five horses,” she said. “You came in with four.”

“We planned for contingencies,” Caleb said.

Nova said, without looking at the woman: “She shouldn’t ride the spare. We don’t know her.”

“Nova.”

“I’m stating a fact, not an objection. There’s a difference.”

The woman looked at Nova with an expression that was not offended and not amused, just attentive. Filing things away, the same way Jackson did. He noticed that. He noticed he noticed it, which was its own kind of information.

“Take the spare,” he told her. “We move in two minutes. If you’re not mounted, we leave without you.”

It was not a threat. It was just the truth, stated cleanly. She seemed to understand the distinction because she moved to the spare horse without comment and checked the saddle and adjusted the left stirrup and mounted in one smooth movement that said she had been doing this since childhood.

Another thing filed away.

Two minutes later they were moving.

* * *
[image: ]


THEY RODE HARD FOR the first hour, east and then northeast, away from the firelight and the chanting and the sound of the imperial cohort tightening its hold on what remained of Varek. Jackson set the pace and the others matched it without discussion. The woman matched it too. She rode well, better than well, with her weight forward and her hands quiet on the reins and the amber vial tucked somewhere inside her jacket where the light of it didn’t show.

He noticed that she had hidden it without being told.

When the city noise dropped behind them and the road opened into the scrubland east of the river, he pulled the pace back to a canter and let the horses breathe. Nova came up on his left. Caleb stayed back with the woman, because Caleb had no instinct for appropriate social distance and an inexhaustible interest in new people, and Jackson could hear him asking her something that she was not answering.

Good.

“She recognized the brand,” Nova said. She pitched her voice under the wind.

“Yes.”

“How.”

“I don’t know yet.”

Nova looked at him the way she always did when she suspected he knew more than he was sharing, which was an expression she had been wearing more frequently since the Ashen Rite began spreading through the pack. It was not accusatory. It was just steady, and it had the particular quality of a woman who would wait as long as it took.

“She’s Ashborn,” he said.

Nova was quiet for a long moment. The horses moved. Somewhere above them a night bird called and was answered.

“You’re certain.”

“The vial responded to her touch. There’s no other explanation.”

Another silence. He could hear Nova working through it, the same way he had worked through it on the bridge, arriving at the same set of conclusions.

“She’s the counter-ritual,” Nova said.

“Her blood is.

“She’ll want to know what that means.”

“Yes.”

“What are you going to tell her?”

He did not answer immediately. The scrubland rolled out ahead of them, pale in the moonlight, and behind them Varek was a smear of orange on the horizon, and somewhere in that orange were the Ashen Priests moving through the wreckage of the settlement, looking for what the woman had taken from one of their own.

“Enough to keep her moving with us,” he said. “Not everything. Not yet.”

Nova said nothing. Her silence had a texture to it that he had learned to read over seven years of riding together, and this particular texture was the one that meant she disagreed but recognized the decision as his to make.

He appreciated her for that. He also knew the silence would not last indefinitely.

* * *
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THEY CAMPED IN THE ruins of a shepherd’s station two hours east of the river. The roof was mostly intact, the fire pit was old but usable, and the walls were stone thick enough to break the wind that had come up from the north. Jackson had camped in worse places in the last six months. Most of his pack had been doing the same, scattered across the eastern highlands in small groups to avoid drawing the priests’ attention while he went looking for what he needed.

What he needed was sleeping three feet away from him now, sitting against the far wall with her knees drawn up and the vial in her open palm, watching the amber light pulse in time with something he couldn’t see.

Her heartbeat, he suspected. Ashborn artifacts resonated with the bloodline that activated them. The pulse would be hers.

He watched her watch it and thought about Renn, who had not been able to shift in six weeks. About Petra, who woke up screaming from the bond-sickness now, the corruption in the pack’s connection manifesting as something that felt, she said, like drowning in shallow water. About Dax, who was twenty-two and should have had fifty years of shifting ahead of him and who had gone quiet in the particular way of young men who were beginning to understand that something was being permanently taken.

He thought about all of them and looked at the woman across the fire and made himself say it.

“What do you know about the Ashen Rite?”

She looked up from the vial. Her eyes were steady. She had the quality of stillness that came from practice rather than temperament, the kind you built deliberately because you had needed it.

“Enough,” she said. “I know what it does. I know it spreads through pack bonds. I know the Empire calls it a cleansing and everyone else calls it what it is.”

“What is it?”

“A slow execution.” She said it without heat. Just fact. “How many of your pack are affected?”

He was mildly surprised that she asked. “Three with confirmed suppression. More showing early marks.”

She processed this. Her thumb moved once across the surface of the vial, not nervously, just thinking.

“You know what I’m carrying,” she said. “You told me that on the bridge. So tell me what you think it does.”

He had been waiting for this. He had not
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