
[image: Cover. A Monsoon Rising, Thea Guanzon.]





[image: Title Page. A Monsoon Rising by Thea Guanzon. Harper Voyager, an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers.]






Map

[image: A map of the Nenavar Dominion, showing on one side the crest for House Silim and on the other the crest for House Ossinast. Locations featured on the map include, from north to south, west to east: Storm God’s Eye, Sedek-We, Belian, Light Sever, The Roof of Heaven, Eskaya, Port Samout, Bukang-Nabi, Shadow Sever, Iantas, Ahimsa, Chal, Vasiyas, Aktamasok, Void Sever, Irrawad, The Silklands, Delanep, Tepi Resok, Lidagat, Eset]








Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colors

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780063277311








Dedication

To everyone who, honk-honk, loves the library




Contents

Cover


Title Page

Map

Note to Readers

Dedication

Part I

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Part II

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Part III

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five



Acknowledgments

Teaser

Chapter One

About the Author

Praise

Books by Thea Guanzon

Copyright

About the Publisher






Part I








Chapter One

A breeze that spoke of snowmelt in the Highlands tumbled across the barren plains and came whistling in through the lone window of the Regent’s private hall. It crashed against the swirling plumes of shadow magic that drifted from stone to stone and was swallowed up by them, vanishing along with the daylight—everywhere save for one bright corner, where the sariman lay in a pool of sunbeams, pinned to the table by leather-gloved hands.

The bird struggled fitfully in the grip of its three captors, issuing a plaintive warble from its twisted golden beak. Its eyes went as round as copper pieces when a fourth Enchanter approached with a glass-barreled syringe, the cold glint of the hollow steel needle emerging from the darkness as its wielder walked into the nullification field.

Gaheris’s Enchanters looked even more distressed than the sariman. It was no easy thing to feel one’s magic drain away, to suddenly have a gap in the soul where the aether used to be. Even from where he stood at a safe distance, before his father’s throne, Alaric’s veins crawled with a memory so visceral that his gauntleted fingers twitched against the urge to open the Shadowgate, just to check if he still could.

“Cursed beast spends its every waking moment singing.” The growl from the dagger-shaped throne threaded through the sariman’s melodious wails. “Even if your time in Nenavar provided no clues as to how its traits can be utilized, did you at least learn how to make it shut up?”

Alaric thought of the amplifying configuration, the circle of wires and metalglass jars laid out on the Roof of Heaven’s marble tiles. The molten cores of ruby blood suspended in sapphire rain magic.

He shook his head.

“Why did I even bother to ask?” The bitter disappointment on Gaheris’s face, riddled with lines and scars and fissures, was much too clear. “You sailed southeast and discovered nothing. What is the point of you, Emperor?”

The sariman’s song took on a higher pitch as the needle plunged into its jugular. It was a sound like a fistful of iron nails raked along porcelain, magnified seven times over, clawing at the pit of Alaric’s stomach. But he couldn’t let on that it affected him. Not in front of Gaheris.

The Regent looked like he’d aged a decade in the ten days since Kesath’s imperial delegation returned from Nenavar and the bird was brought to him by Commodore Mathire. He was thinner and more haggard, deep circles carved into the weathered skin under the gray eyes that were so much like Alaric’s own.

“Father, if the bird’s singing keeps you up,” Alaric ventured, aware that Gaheris took the sariman everywhere he went, “perhaps it can stay in this hall when you retire for the night.”

“So that every loose-lipped scullery maid and dim-witted stable boy in the Citadel can blather on about this priceless advantage that we now possess?” Gaheris struck the armrest of his throne, and the tendrils of shadow surrounding him flared ever higher, fueled by his wrath. His paranoia. “You spout nonsense about my health when we should be discussing your wife.”

Spooked by the Regent’s outburst, the Enchanters hurried through the rest of their task, transferring the syringeful of sariman blood into a corked vial, applying herbal disinfectant to the extraction site, and ushering the beast back into its ornamental brass cage. They bowed to Gaheris, and then to Alaric, before fleeing the hall, the Shadowgate nipping at their heels.

“Attend to me, my son,” Gaheris rumbled once he and Alaric were alone. “After the Moonless Dark, the Lightweaver’s magic will have served its purpose. There will likewise be no further need for this pretense at peace with Nenavar. We must strike quickly to bring those islands into the Night Empire’s fold. Therefore, once you and your wife have stopped the Void Sever, you will bring her here—under the guise of the provision in your marriage treaty stating that she must hold court at the Citadel from time to time.”

“What if you haven’t found a way to remove her magic by then?”

“There’s still the sariman to keep her in check.”

“You wish to hold her hostage,” Alaric said dully.

“The Nenavarene will be more obliging with their Lachis’ka at our mercy, don’t you think?” Gaheris smiled, a humorless stretch of parchment-thin lips. “If not, well, then we’ll remind them how their dragons fared against our void cannons.”

The ghastly images roiled through Alaric’s mind. Talasyn stripped of the Lightweave, dragons dropping from the sky, their rot-covered corpses sinking beneath the Eversea. The Shadow falling over the Dominion, Kesathese stormships turning a proud, millennia-old civilization into rubble, as they had all the Sardovian states.

“We wounded one dragon, and there are hundreds more.” Alaric forced the words out through the taste of bile. “I’m not sure our Voidfell supply can—”

“You leave that to me and my Enchanters,” Gaheris snapped. “Should we use it all up in the assault, there is more for the taking, alongside fresh aether crystals and Nenavar’s other riches. Your only job, Emperor, is to bring your wife here.” Then he paused, his mouth curling into a sneer. “Do not worry. She is of more use to us alive than dead, especially once I can better stomach her presence when she’s not a Lightweaver anymore. I won’t kill her.” His next statement dripped with scorn. “I wouldn’t do that to you.”

“You were the one who insisted upon the marriage,” Alaric replied, careful to show no emotion. No sign of faltering. “She means nothing to me.”

“I should hope so,” Gaheris said wryly. “She grew up on the Continent. She fought for Sardovia. There are deep ties there, and you cannot trust her.”

Alaric had always known that. But to hear his father say it . . . It tore at something in his chest. He kept silent, enduring the ache.

“When she arrives for her coronation in a few days,” Gaheris continued, “keep her under lock and key. We can’t have her running around and finding out about the recent unrest. Inform the generals not to breathe a word, or their tongues will be nailed to the city gates.”

The “recent unrest,” as Gaheris called it, was a string of uprisings that had taken place in several towns across former Allfold territory. The Regent had been busy putting out those fires while Alaric was in Nenavar, his son’s absence no doubt contributing to the Regent’s annoyance. They’d been local revolts, though—too small in scale, too scattered, to amount to much.

“The Lightweaver won’t risk breaking the peace on account of a few resistance fighters,” Alaric protested. “She understands what’s at stake.”

The Void Sever was to be unleashed in a little under four months’ time, spreading death, amethyst and roaring, all over this corner of Lir. A merging of light and shadow was the only way to stop it. Talasyn had promised to cooperate. She wouldn’t . . .

“You told me once,” said Gaheris, “that it was inadvisable to wager the future on a woman’s heart. Neither will I hinge the safety of our people on such a capricious thing.”

Alaric drew a breath and Gaheris slumped, infinitesimally, as though the weight of his own declaration was settling over him. As though a string stretched between them in that moment, pulled taut by years past. Father and son entangled.

“Remember your mother,” Gaheris murmured. “Remember how she left us when the work got hard. When what she wanted didn’t align with what Kesath needed in order to survive.”

I will still work with you, Talasyn had said on the rooftop, her eyes blazing. But you won’t ever convince me that the Night Empire saved Sardovia from itself . . . Whatever better world you think you’ll build, it will always be built on blood.

“Yes,” Alaric said hoarsely. “I remember.”

“Good. Don’t let your wife out of the Legion’s sight during this upcoming visit,” Gaheris warned. “She will help the resistance fighters the first chance she gets. Of that I am certain.”

The eternal mountains of the Nenavar Dominion’s Belian range carried the start of wet season on their craggy shoulders, iron-gray clouds heavy with the promise of rain looming over the viridian jungles that carpeted the lofty peaks. From the tallest summit, though, a colossal pillar of golden light shot up, breaking through the ashen skies, filling the misty air for miles around with a thunderous hymn like glass bells.

At the heart of that radiant column, amidst all the golden light and pulsing power, stood a woman. The brilliant glow distorted her features, but two things were sharply etched: the beads of fired clay adorning her smooth brow, and the sobbing infant in her arms, swaddled in embroidered cloths.

The magic flashed and then focused, revealing impressions of buildings, ladders, bridges—all of it carved out of cracked ochre dirt. All of it gathered close to form an arid city packed upon itself until it soared over the Great Steppe’s sea of tallgrass and rabbitbrush.

The woman walked down a mudbrick path, slipping unnoticed through the apathetic crowds, holding the child tightly against her chest. She stopped in front of a building as drab and rust-hued as all the others and set her squirming burden down on its front steps.

“Everything will be all right,” she whispered, stroking the back of the child’s head. “You have to be strong, Alunsina.”

Talasyn leaned forward for a closer look at the woman’s face, but this scene was woven only from aether and memory. It vanished when the Lightweave did, and Talasyn stumbled backward, out of the sandstone fountain, no longer buffeted by the waves of her magic’s nexus point. When she hit the rocky ground ass-first, she shouted a crude expletive at the pain that jolted through her hips and spine—an expletive that was quickly followed by a splinter of lightning that silhouetted the gnarled tops of the grandfather trees, a peal of thunder from the heavens, and then rain.

She got to her feet with a groan. The drizzle sluiced down her braided hair and into her eyes as she tried to make sense of what she’d seen. Of what aetherspace had shown her.

That had been the day she was abandoned at the orphanage in the rammed-earth city of Hornbill’s Head. That woman—those beads had marked her as a servant of the Nenavarene court. The words she’d spoken had been carried to Talasyn in a dream before, in the hollow of a grandfather tree.

Indusa, Talasyn remembered, was the name of the nursemaid tasked with accompanying her to the Dawn Isles, where they were supposed to wait out the Nenavarene civil war, safe with Talasyn’s mother’s people.

Yet Indusa had taken Talasyn in the completely opposite direction. Northwest, to the Continent, to the Sardovian Allfold’s most impoverished state.

Why? Had they gotten lost? Talasyn had been told that two royal guards also boarded the airship that ferried them away from the Dominion capital while civil war raged below—where had they been in that memory? And why had Indusa left the heir to the Dragon Throne in such a desolate place?

Talasyn glared at the empty fountain in the middle of the Belian shrine’s overgrown courtyard, willing the Light Sever to flow from its dragon-shaped spouts once again. She was desperate to chase this new lead, this thread in the enigmatic tapestry that was her past. But the fountain was still, save for the patter of rain darkening its stone.

After Alaric’s fleet had faded out of sight in the Dominion skies, Talasyn had waited only a few days before scampering off to the Lightweaver shrine, reveling in the newfound freedom she’d gained from standing up to Urduja. She’d been encamped here for almost a sennight, aethermancing and exploring and fielding concerned messenger eagles from her father back in Eskaya. This was the first time that the nexus point had discharged since she’d arrived. It did not look likely to do so again before she had to leave, and it was frustrating.

At least the Light Sever had shown her something useful, instead of all the memories that she’d spent her waking hours trying to banish to no avail. Hazy images and phantom sensations from her wedding night, hungry lips on her bare skin, clothing shoved out of the way, a flush to the column of a pale throat, a hoarse voice in the dark of her bedroom, strong hands urging her higher, holding her closer—

A twig snapped behind her.

She whirled around. Months ago, something like this had happened, someone sneaking up on her as she stared at the fountain, under cover of late evening, and she’d flown at Alaric in a blinding rage. They’d fought, light against shadow, his silver eyes gleaming in the aether sparks.

But the Night Emperor was in Kesath. The man looking at her now, from across a respectful distance, was Yanme Rapat, the border patrol officer who had apprehended her and Alaric the first time she’d stepped foot in these ruins. What felt like a lifetime had passed since then.

Rapat saluted. The gilded lotus blossoms embedded in his brass-plate cuirass caught rivulets of rain. “Your Grace.” He hesitated, then corrected himself. “Your Majesty.”

Talasyn’s skin crawled, but she waved off his unspoken apology. “I was the Lachis’ka before I was the Night Empress.” Was she even already the Night Empress? Technically, her husband had to crown her first, didn’t he?

Her husband. Gods. Of all the ways to think of Alaric Ossinast.

“Before you were either of those things, you were my prisoner.” The kaptan’s tone was rueful. “I’m truly—”

“You were doing your duty,” Talasyn hastened to assure him. It was because of this man that she’d been reunited with her remaining family, after all. “But what are you doing here?” Suspicion crept in, along with the same old anger at Urduja for never leaving her well enough alone. “Did my grandmother send you?”

“Not today.” Rapat gestured vaguely in the direction of the sandstone fountain. “Your mother, the Lady Hanan, visited this place frequently, Lachis’ka. I sometimes come here to remember, and to mourn.”

While Talasyn felt some chagrin for jumping to unflattering conclusions about his motives, this was swiftly replaced by the nervous excitement bubbling through her veins. “Did you know my mother well? Were you friends?”

“Her late highness was very lonely in Eskaya,” said Rapat. “She detested politics and had no patience for . . . all the formalities and maneuvering. I was one of her few confidants.”

Talasyn hung on Rapat’s every word. At her grandmother’s court in the Roof of Heaven, Hanan Ivralis’s very name seemed to be taboo. Whenever Talasyn attempted to bring up the past in conversation, nobles changed the subject and servants ran away. Talking to Elagbi about it was out of the question as well—her father was haunted by the civil war and his wife’s death. The mere mention of any of it brought such pain to his kind eyes, and Talasyn had no wish to distress him. Not when they’d only so recently found each other.

Perhaps Rapat could finally provide the connection she sought. Still, she was confused. “Were you often at court then, Kaptan?”

The question had barely left her lips before she recalled something that Prince Elagbi had told her the night they met in the garrison’s interrogation chamber. Yanme Rapat is a good man. A fine soldier, if still smarting a bit from his demotion nineteen years ago.

Rapat flashed a thin smile and rubbed a hand over his closely shorn head. “I am now a kaptan in the border regiments. I was the Huktera general in command of Eskaya’s defenses. It was my task to prevent Sintan Silim’s rebels from gaining a foothold in the capital, and I failed.”

Talasyn’s brow creased. “But the rebels were eventually defeated, weren’t they?”

“Through your father’s doing, not mine,” said Rapat. “I made many tactical mistakes that necessitated the Zahiya-lachis’s evacuation—and yours. It was because of my inadequacies that you were lost to us for so long. I can only be grateful that Queen Urduja deigned to show mercy.”

There was something hollow in the way he said that last part, something not quite sincere behind his eyes. Not treacherous, but bitter. Talasyn couldn’t fault him for it, and not just because her own relationship with her grandmother had been strained since their confrontation the morning after Talasyn’s wedding.

It’s a bad thing to rule through fear, she found herself thinking. It’s a bad thing to punish those who are loyal to you.

“But I am intruding,” Rapat said. “I shall take my leave.”

“No, wait—”

There was so much else that Talasyn wanted to ask him. About Hanan, about how Hanan had been manipulated by her brother-in-law, Sintan, to send warships to the Northwest Continent. But Rapat now appeared deeply conscious that he had divulged too much information.

“I insist, Your Grace,” he said. “You are Lady Hanan’s daughter. You have more right to this place than I do.” He saluted again, and Talasyn watched him walk away, a lump in her throat. The grandfather trees swayed in the wet breeze.

However, just before he disappeared into the cavernous mouth of one of the many crumbling hallways that bordered the courtyard, Rapat stopped in his tracks, his armored frame rife with tension. He looked back at Talasyn, his expression solemn, almost poignant.

“Lachis’ka.” Rapat spoke quietly, but the words echoed in this place of stone and leaves and lurking magic, a grave undercurrent beneath the raindrops, punctuated by the occasional rumble of thunder. “I have sworn my life, service, and fealty to the Dragon Throne, but I would be no friend of Lady Hanan’s if I didn’t tell you that there was no love lost between her and Queen Urduja. The Zahiya-lachis was most displeased by Lady Hanan’s refusal to be named her heir, and Lady Hanan in turn did not wish for you to be declared as such before you were old enough to choose for yourself. So—take that as you will.”

Talasyn’s nape prickled. Rapat’s words sounded like a warning, and more questions came rushing to the tip of her tongue. Before she could give voice to any of them, however, he was gone.

As she turned to pack up her campsite, the world suddenly swam before her eyes. The Belian ruins melted away into—

—deep blue waters, gliding below as though seen from the air in the midst of flight—

—a hand, knotted and gnarled with age, clinging to a jagged, snowy ridge—

Thunder burst through the heavens anew, and Talasyn gave a start. The images fell away, the stone courtyard brought back in all its clarity.

What was that?

It wasn’t the first time she’d had visions. Back when she was a helmsman in the Sardovian regiments, she’d seen the Nenavarene dragons and Urduja’s crown long before laying eyes on them in the flesh as an adult. Long before she learned who she really was, she’d dreamed of Eskaya, and Indusa, and her mother saying goodbye.

She hadn’t known what those glimpses meant when she had them. Nor did she know what these new visions meant now.

Talasyn looked at the empty fountain. She felt helpless and bewildered. She longed to stay here until the Light Sever activated again and she could find more answers.

But if she didn’t leave now, she was going to be late for her meeting.






Chapter Two

The training hall rang with the guttural shriek of the Shadowgate, summoned from aetherspace in the form of talons—the small curved knives resembling raptor claws that were often a Kesathese soldier’s last resort in close quarters, when crossbow bolts had been depleted and swords and spears had been knocked aside. With a talon in each hand, Alaric and Sevraim met in the middle of the hall, slashing and parrying, ever on the alert for a weak spot in the other’s defenses.

Alaric found sparring with Sevraim rather predictable for the most part, as they’d been at it since they were children. Today, however, the lanky, mahogany-skinned legionnaire had adopted a new tactic to throw him off balance: running his mouth about Alaric’s wife.

“You’ve slowed down, Your Majesty,” Sevraim panted as he slid beneath the arc of Alaric’s strike. “Has marriage dulled the Night Emperor’s lethal edge?”

Alaric rolled his eyes. The sole of his boot connected with Sevraim’s midriff, sending the other man flying across the floor. Sevraim landed on his back with a grunt and hurled one of his knives at Alaric, who sidestepped the inky projectile with ease.

Alaric stalked toward his fallen opponent, idly flicking his own talons from one gauntleted knuckle to the next. Sevraim lay sprawled on the floor, seemingly oblivious to the harm looming in his immediate future, an irreverent grin spread across his face.

“Are you missing your pretty bride?” he suggested. “Counting the minutes until you see her again? Not that I blame you. A most fascinating girl, Talasyn. Or should I say, Alunsina Ivralis. I can see why you—”

Alaric went in for the kill. Sevraim sprang to his feet, blocking with his remaining talon as he conjured a new one in his empty hand and tried to drive it between Alaric’s ribs. But his opponent had been expecting this, and he spun around, trapped Sevraim in a headlock, and fit a shadow-spun blade against his throat.

Sevraim was unfazed. “Will the children be Shadowforged or Lightweavers, do you think?” he asked brightly. “It warms the cockles of my cold, cold heart to picture a pint-sized prince brightening these gloomy halls. Then again, His Majesty’s firstborn could be a daughter, so you’ll need to keep trying—”

He broke off when the talon’s crescent-shaped edge was wordlessly pushed closer to his neck. “All right, I yield!” Sevraim called out, shoulders shaking with silent laughter, the black knives in his hands disappearing in wisps of smoke as he batted Alaric’s arms away. “So much for my new distraction technique.”

“I’d hardly call that a technique.” Alaric banished his own weapons and strode over to one end of the hall. Grabbing a washcloth from the nearby rack, he dipped it into a barrel of rainwater before scrubbing the sweat from his brow.

Sevraim was soon beside him. “Well, you can’t blame me for trying to rattle you. You’ve been in a mood since we returned. Even more so than usual.” Forgoing the washcloths entirely, he dunked his head into the barrel.

A vein at Alaric’s temple twitched. Not only was the water indubitably fouled, but he was rattled, more than he would ever let on. Since sailing away from Nenavar, he’d been haunted by that last glimpse of Talasyn, standing on the front steps of the Roof of Heaven, watching him go. Right now, she was most likely preparing for the three-day airship voyage to Kesath, for her coronation as his empress. The prospect of seeing her again, not in the hot jungles of Nenavar but on the Continent, where the echoes of their war still hung in the air, made him feel strange.

It certainly didn’t help that Sevraim had brought up the issue of progeny. Once, that notion would have repelled Alaric, but now it only elicited intrusive memories of his wedding night. How easy it would have been to hold Talasyn closer, to press deeper and . . .

We shouldn’t have done this, she’d told him then, her chestnut-brown hair a mess and her lips still swollen from his kisses. The faint, lush scent of her release lingering, and his spend on her slim fingers.

Jaw clenched, Alaric fought back the memory. Talasyn had made herself clear in that regard at least. He buried his tumultuous emotions before he could give name to them. There was a matter that he had to take care of before her ship made landfall.

“There’s something that we need to discuss,” he said when Sevraim resurfaced from the depths of the barrel.

For all his cavalier ways, Sevraim understood when his commander meant business. He ran a washcloth through his soaked hair, then waited, canny and alert.

“My father—” Alaric’s mouth snapped shut. They were alone in the training hall, but one could never be too careful within the walls of the Citadel. He lowered his voice. “My father has acquired a sariman from Nenavar. Commodore Mathire captured it without my knowledge while we were searching the archipelago for traces of the Sardovian remnant.”

“Those odd little birds that cut us off from the Shadowgate?” Sevraim scratched his head, perplexed. “I hate those birds. What does Regent Gaheris want with it?”

Alaric watched Sevraim’s face carefully. Ever since he’d walked out of his father’s hall that morning, Alaric had been gauging the situation, weighing the dangers. Revealing what he knew was treasonous, and it put them both at risk. If he’d underestimated the extent of Sevraim’s loyalty to Gaheris, then everything would come crashing down. Practically a lifetime of knowing each other, fighting side by side, defying death together—it would all be put to the test in this moment.

But he had no choice. Only two Kesathese had been in that atrium when Ishan Vaikar explained how Dominion Enchanters suspended sariman blood in the Rainspring so they could manipulate its effects. Alaric had to make sure that this knowledge never reached Gaheris’s ears.

Alaric still believed that the Night Empire was the way forward. It would restore order and stability to the Continent and keep the Shadowforged safe from all who would destroy them. When it came to that, Alaric and his father were in accord.

But Gaheris looked to a better future from where he sat in the shackles of the past. He believed that war was the only option. And even though Alaric knew that he couldn’t trust Talasyn, he had to figure out a way to secure the Night Empire while not destroying her and the Dominion in the process.

He needed to buy time.

It took Alaric a worrying amount of effort to keep his expression neutral, his tone steady. “Regent Gaheris thinks the sariman could hold the key to removing Talasyn’s magic. Permanently.”

Sevraim arched a brow, but gave nothing away.

“It’s imprudent to antagonize the Nenavarene,” Alaric said quickly. “The trade agreement and the mutual defense treaty that come with the marriage alliance are far more beneficial to Kesath than anything that we can hope to gain from another conflict so soon after the Hurricane Wars. My father is a wise man, but in this case I believe that his hatred for Lightweavers has made him reckless. Understandably so, but reckless nonetheless.”

“And what of your opinion of Lightweavers?” Sevraim asked.

Alaric nearly blanched. He reined it in at the last possible second.

Upon closer inspection, he could see that the glint in Sevraim’s eyes was playful rather than malicious. Yet Alaric knew that, as a combatant, Sevraim had a knack for drawing the enemy out and striking hard when they slipped into complacency. It wouldn’t do to rest easy just yet.

“Light magic is a plague on the world,” Alaric replied, echoing the words his father had spoken so many times. “But Talasyn’s bloodline grants us access to Nenavar, and we need her power. For now. Until the Moonless Dark.”

The words were heavy on his tongue. He felt as though he were lying. He couldn’t tell Sevraim that, as abhorrent as he knew the Lightweave to be, it filled him with a bone-deep ache to imagine Talasyn permanently losing her connection to it. Losing the magic that set fire to her eyes and lit her skin from within and had come close to killing him on more than a few occasions, yet that had also merged with his to create something that had never before been seen in all of Lir.

Something that was theirs alone.

Sevraim studied him for an unsettlingly long while. At last, he shrugged, as though they’d been discussing nothing of importance. “I wish our esteemed Regent luck on his new project, but I have no idea how his Enchanters can pull it off, considering that the sarimans cancel aethermancy.”

The weight that Alaric had been carrying since he first heard lilting birdsong echoing through his father’s darkened hall finally began to lift. “You have no idea?” he repeated, hardly daring to believe it.

“Not in the slightest.” Sevraim smiled, brilliant and sharp. “The Nenavarene didn’t explain anything about those creatures to us, did they? They just keep them in cages as a safeguard against aethermancers.”

Alaric swallowed. They were sixteen again, stumbling back to the Citadel after their first taste of rose myrtle and rice wine, and Sevraim was loudly swearing on his life, slurring promises to Alaric that he wouldn’t tell Gaheris. This was a far more serious matter than two schoolboys carousing out of bounds, but Sevraim hadn’t betrayed him then, and the atmosphere in the training hall was the same now—solidarity.

And rebellion.

It’s what’s best for Kesath, Alaric told himself. We can’t afford to start another war.

That didn’t stop the guilt from gnawing at him, nor the adrenaline rush that was so much like what he’d felt on that rare night of defiance he had allowed himself as a child. But it was with the gratitude of years that he agreed with Sevraim’s statement.

“No. They never explained it to us.”

Lidagat, the southernmost of the Dominion’s seven main islands, was a realm of lakes connected by the odd strip of field and jungle and airship grid here and there. The lakes were said to have formed from the tears of a dragon—more specifically, Bakun the World-Eater, who wept when his mortal love, Iyaram, the first Zahiya-lachis, reached the end of her life. Once he had shed all his tears, Bakun took to the skies and wrought vengeance on the world that had caused him such sorrow.

Talasyn was thinking about this legend as she sat in a private room on the top floor of a teahouse, looking out the window. She was in Eset, Lidagat’s second-largest city. Like all the other settlements on the island, Eset had sprouted out of a lake; its wooden buildings, with their vibrantly painted, upturned roofs, stood on stilts that rose above the water and were linked by grand bridges that arched like hills. The teahouse was no exception, and the room that Talasyn had rented provided a sweeping view of the rippling waves beneath, as gray as the thundering sky above.

Chin propped up on one hand, ignoring the tea and sweets on the table before her, Talasyn peered out the window into the lake’s depths. She imagined Bakun taking wing long ago, a serpentine leviathan caught in a whirlwind of fury and heartbreak, unhinging his great jaws wide enough to crush Lir’s eighth moon between his devastatingly sharp teeth.

According to legend, this was also how the rare gemstone vulana came to Nenavar. It was harder than diamonds, brighter than moissanite, and said to be the pieces of the eighth moon that had dripped from Bakun’s maw and fallen onto the islands.

Talasyn held up her free hand, fingers splayed out against dark water and darker clouds, brow furrowing at the sight of her wedding ring, where the vulana stone gleamed like a star plucked from the heavens, embedded in a band of gold. Alaric had a matching stone on his ring, for all that he was ignorant of its significance.

“You shouldn’t care whether it’s significant to him or not,” Talasyn chided herself out loud.

The room’s bamboo door slid open, causing her to jump.

After latching the door, the brown-cloaked new arrival tugged her hood away from her face, revealing graying curls and a patch of steel and copper on a leather strap where her left eye should have been.

Talasyn sprang to her feet and saluted, an instinctive gesture borne of years of training.

“No need for that.” Ideth Vela hurriedly motioned for her to sit back down. “You’re not my soldier anymore. In fact, I should be saluting you.”

“Please don’t,” Talasyn said, with feeling.

It was the first time she had seen Vela since the wedding, and a sledgehammer’s blow of guilt momentarily stole the breath from her lungs. If Vela were to ever find out what Talasyn had done with Alaric—

Composure. That was the first step to Vela never finding out. Talasyn had to keep her composure.

“How is everyone?” Talasyn asked, feeling a glimmer of pride at how normal she sounded, and not at all like a foolish girl driven to the height of treachery by ungovernable lust.

“Surviving.” The Amirante sat across from Talasyn, her bronze features drawn. Talasyn had sent word yesterday, and Vela must have left the isles of Sigwad in the dead of night to avoid being spotted by Nenavarene patrols, then hidden somewhere here in Lidagat until it was time to meet.

Clearly in no mood to linger on the niceties, Vela immediately changed the subject. “That young lord who relayed your message and brought me here—are you sure that he can be trusted? On the way over, he was very”—her lip curled in disdain—“chatty.”

“Surakwel Mantes owes me a debt of the self,” Talasyn explained. “There is no love lost between him and the Night Empire, and he in fact petitioned Queen Urduja to help the Allfold during the Hurricane Wars.” Also, she thought, he and Alaric tried to kill each other the first time they met. “We can trust him.”

“Very well.” The Amirante poured the teapot’s virulently green vanilla-pine concoction into their two cups. “Speaking of your grandmother, I’m surprised you were able to steal away from her in broad daylight.”

“The Zahiya-lachis has no more say on my comings and goings.” Gods, but it felt amazing to give voice to that fact. Talasyn felt no remorse at all that she was breaking her promise to Urduja to not contact the Sardovians; what her grandmother didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her. “I’ve taken up residence at Iantas. I run my own household now.”

“That’s right. Because you’re a married woman . . .” Vela’s remaining eye fixed upon her with a hard gaze. “A married woman who will soon be the Night Empress.”

Talasyn occupied herself with spooning generous dollops of honey into her tea. To take the edge off the bitter-leaf-water taste that she would probably always detest, yes, but also so that she wouldn’t fidget under Vela’s scrutiny.

Someone knocked on the door. Vela and Talasyn exchanged sharp glances, rose to their feet, and approached the sound cautiously, fingers flexing to aethermance.

While Vela took up position by the adjacent wall, well away from the immediate line of sight, Talasyn unfastened the latch, niceties on the tip of her tongue in case it was a teahouse attendant, magic surging through her veins in case she and the Amirante had been found out. She slid the rectangular bamboo panel open and—

—a pair of walnut-brown eyes blinked back at her.

“You’re supposed to be keeping watch!” Talasyn hissed, hauling Surakwel Mantes into the room by his collar. Behind them, an equally exasperated-looking Vela secured the door once again.

“Group of minor lords passing through Eset—they spotted me.” Surakwel made a beeline for the tea, helping himself to an extra cup. “I told them I’m meeting a friend, which is surely less suspicious than skulking around in the corridor by myself.” He regarded the two women expectantly from beneath a fringe of shaggy brown hair. “So what were we talking about?”

Vela appeared severely unimpressed by this new development, but she wasted no more time once she and Talasyn had joined Surakwel at the table. “Repairs and modifications on our vessels here in the Dominion are going slowly,” she told them. “It’s no easy task synthesizing Nenavarene with Sardovian tech, but we’re getting there.”

“It’s not enough,” Talasyn said quietly. “We need the Huktera fleet, but the Dominion court will revolt if Queen Urduja outright breaks the treaty with Kesath for a venture with such an uncertain outcome. We’ll need numbers on our side to convince them. We need more allies.”

“Precisely. Which is why I’ve started sending envoys to other nations again,” Vela told her. “My best spies and politicians, who can be counted on to infiltrate discreetly and broker deals with the right people, those who won’t rat us out to Kesath. Of course, they’re at a disadvantage because we can’t reveal where we’re hiding, but it’s worth a shot. And they have time, considering that we can’t make our move until after the Moonless Dark.”

“Isn’t it dangerous, though?” Talasyn asked. “If Queen Urduja finds out . . .”

“Nothing about this is safe.” Vela sipped her tea sparingly. “But I think there’s a reason why the Nenavarene no longer patrol the waters southwest of the Storm God’s Eye. I think your grandmother fully expects me to use this time to rally sympathetic nations to the Sardovian cause so that she can use the additional troops as leverage to convince her court to go to war.” She gave Talasyn a searching look over the porcelain rim of her cup. “You need to use this time wisely as well. Along with your new role.”

Surakwel had thus far been showing proper Nenavarene male deference in letting the women speak without interruption, but at the mention of Talasyn’s “new role,” he cried out, “How can you stand it, Lachis’ka? Being married to that—that figurehead of all evil—”

“It’s because of Talasyn’s marriage into the Night Empire that we might actually be able to liberate the Continent from it,” Vela reminded him.

“Still!” Surakwel rounded on Talasyn. “Aren’t you ever tempted to drive a blade through Alaric Ossinast’s heart while he lies in your bed?”

“In my defense,” said Talasyn, “he’s only ever lain in my bed once.” Before I kicked him out of it, after we did something that I swear I will never tell another living soul. “But I’ll let you know where we’re at with the stabbing in due time.”

The breeze picked up, stirring the edges of their cloaks and the gauzy curtains that framed the window. Eset’s sea of weathervanes spun frantically as the black clouds that had been haunting the sky all afternoon made good on their promise and a heavy rain came pouring down, water on water, the lake churning around the stilts that held the city above it.

“You leave for Kesath tomorrow, don’t you, Lachis’ka?” said Surakwel.

“Yes,” Talasyn replied. “There’s a storm coming. It will be a rough journey in this weather.”

“A storm indeed.” Vela stared out over the lake. Whatever stared back at her—whatever she saw in the charcoal swirl of waves and lightning—made her draw a breath.

“After the Moonless Dark, Talasyn,” she repeated. “Be ready.”

Talasyn could only nod. The waters of Eset boiled within their banks and a cold wind swept through her heart.






Chapter Three

He was wearing his mask when they met again.

Talasyn descended the ramp of the diplomatic schooner that had borne her from Kesath’s shoreline to its capital city, then stopped to look around. They were high up on one of the docks that spiraled from the Citadel’s control tower in long strips, like the arms of an octopus. The coolness of the spring air lanced through her bones, a foreign sensation after her long absence from the Northwest Continent.

She had only ever seen the Citadel in maps before. A few years ago, in a fit of desperation, Ideth Vela and the rest of the Sardovian Allfold’s War Council had toyed with the idea of rescuing their soldiers from its prisons, but they’d nixed any such plans when it became clear what they would be up against.

Now that she was walking above the Citadel with her grandmother, her father, her lady-in-waiting Jie, and their royal guards, the Lachis-dalo, Talasyn could understand why Vela had changed her mind.

This was one great military stronghold rather than a living, breathing city. A series of starkly cut stone buildings and bare courtyards were tucked away behind thick walls lined with sentry towers and ballista platforms. Unlike Nenavarene settlements, where the skies were filled with ships cutting one another off and racing for prime spots on landing grids, here sleek vessels bearing House Ossinast’s chimera on their sails drifted through the air at a sedate pace, in carefully controlled lanes. Beyond the walls was nothing but barren fields and stormship hangars, stretching onward to the horizon.

“Haven’t been here five minutes and I’m already depressed,” Jie grumbled as she, along with the rest of the Nenavarene delegation, trailed after Talasyn.

“Be quiet,” Queen Urduja hissed. Talasyn heard Prince Elagbi chuckle before he, too, was shushed by his mother.

In all honesty, Talasyn was inclined to agree with her lady-in-waiting, but Alaric’s tall, broad figure, standing stock-still a few feet away to receive her, demanded all of her attention. He was in his battle regalia: spiked pauldrons and clawed gauntlets, chainmail tunic and belted cuirass, a mix of black like night and crimson like blood. Strands of wavy dark hair fell across his pale brow. His gray eyes regarded her blankly above the obsidian half-mask bearing a carven design of snarling wolf’s teeth.

Behind him were Sevraim and two identically armored figures. The Shadowforged twins. The Thing and the Other Thing, as she called them in the privacy of her head.

Talasyn had no idea what Alaric was thinking as she crossed the distance between them on legs that she had to will to remain steady. It felt as though the walkway, built of metal grids that stretched high above the city that was not a city, threatened to shatter with every step she took.

When she came to a stop in front of him, he inched closer until she was forced to look up to see his face.

“Lachis’ka,” he murmured.

It had been a fortnight since she’d last heard his voice. Time had not in the least diminished its effect on her. Those deep, rich tones of honey mead and oak, lent a muffled, smoky quality by his mask, sent an unwelcome thrill somersaulting through her stomach.

“Emperor,” Talasyn replied as calmly as she could manage.

Alaric tilted his head up for a brief moment, idly perusing the heavens. “You brought your warships,” he remarked, acting for all the world as if he could see the outriggers and moth coracles hovering over the Eversea that she’d left behind at the Kesathese port, instead of doubtless having been briefed on their presence by the harbor guards. “Perhaps I should take offense.”

“You’re the one meeting me in full armor,” Talasyn pointed out.

“We were training. You arrived earlier than expected.” He glanced at her companions over the top of her head. “Queen Urduja. Prince Elagbi. Welcome.”

“What am I, sour goat-liver soup?” Jie asked in a whisper that carried, and Talasyn had to hastily fight back a snort.

Alaric turned on his heel and led the way to the control tower, the Nenavarene delegation following him—rather like a gaggle of finely dressed ducklings, Talasyn observed with some amusement.

But it was an amusement that was quick to fade when the two identical legionnaires wedged themselves on either side of her while they walked.

Unlike the helms of most of the Shadowforged, including Sevraim, the winged design of the twins’ helms exposed wide patches of their faces. They were light skinned like Alaric, with long raven-black hair bound high on their heads and fawn-colored eyes that were narrowed at Talasyn in dislike. The last time she had encountered them was at the battle of Lasthaven, where they’d been heartily trying to kill her and she them. Without the adrenaline of combat blotting out all the little details, Talasyn finally noticed the subtle difference between the twins: the one on her right—whom she decided was the Thing today—had a small beauty mark on her cheek.

“Hello, little Lightweaver,” the Thing said with a sneer. “Or should I start calling you Princess?”

“She cleans up so well, doesn’t she?” the Other Thing opined from Talasyn’s left. “I almost didn’t recognize her.”

“Oh, I’d know that smell anywhere,” the Thing said airily. “Smells like Sardovian scum.”

There were squawks of outrage from Jie and Elagbi, as well as a noticeable stirring among the Lachis-dalo. Before any of them could exacerbate the situation by coming to her defense, as the twins clearly wanted, Talasyn spoke, her head held high.

“I am the Nenavarene Lachis’ka, not a princess.” She stared straight ahead, at Alaric’s back. He had tensed somewhat. “You will address me as ‘Your Grace,’ and after my coronation as the Night Empress, you will call me ‘Your Majesty.’”

A stunned silence fell over the group, punctuated only by the sound of footsteps slowing on the metal walkway. Talasyn braced herself for retribution, the magic in her veins simmering to life at this great height. Gods, if her attackers tried to push her off—

Sevraim guffawed, as loud as a crack of thunder. “Oh, well done, Lachis’ka!” He looked over his shoulder, waving a gauntleted hand at the twin on Talasyn’s right, the one with the beauty mark. “This is Ileis.” He then indicated the twin on Talasyn’s left. “That’s Nisene. And I have never seen anyone shut them up that fast.” He playfully elbowed Alaric. “Isn’t it amazing, Your Majesty?”

The Night Emperor ignored him. “Talasyn,” he said without turning around. “Come here.”

He was giving her a convenient excuse to get away from the twins. Still, she bristled at his high-handedness and opened her mouth to take him to task for it—

“Walk with your husband, Lachis’ka,” Queen Urduja said from behind her. The warning was implicit in her regal tone: Talasyn couldn’t afford to make any more of a scene than she had already gotten swept up in.

Talasyn pushed past Ileis and Nisene, the weight of their resentful gazes boring into her nape. Perhaps there was some benefit to be had in reigning over her former enemies after all. She wouldn’t deny that she felt a surge of satisfaction at having gotten the last word with the reminder that the Shadowforged Legion would soon be her subjects. It made marrying Alaric almost worthwhile.

She hurried over to his side and tucked her hand into the crook of the elbow that he held out to her. Her fingers closed around a scaled leather armguard stretched over solid muscle, and it rose up to engulf her—the memory of how his bare arms had felt beneath her wandering hands. She was going to burst out of her skin at any moment, and she couldn’t help but sneak glances at his inscrutable profile as they entered the dimly lit corridors of the Citadel. How in the name of all the gods and the ancestors was he so calm?

Then again, they had agreed that the kiss in the Belian amphitheater and all else that happened in her bed had meant nothing. Alaric was merely staying true to his word. It meant nothing because it was nothing, and so he was treating it as though it were nothing, which it was. And she should, too.

“Are you attempting to cut off my circulation, Your Grace?” His low rumble broke through her reverie.

“Sorry.” She loosened her constricting grip on his arm.

Alaric fell silent. His gray eyes flickered to her and lingered a beat too long before darting away again. Was he thinking about their wedding night as well? For him, was it also the ghost that walked between them, the invisible current that trembled with their respective awareness of each other?

Clear your mind, Talasyn scolded herself. She hadn’t sailed all the way to Kesath just to be crowned the Night Empress. Once they had a moment alone, she needed to ask Alaric if he’d found Khaede. He had promised to look for her friend in the Citadel’s prisons—and if Khaede was here, then Talasyn wasn’t leaving without her.

She needed all her wits in order to pull that off.

In the end, the Nenavarene contingent was shown to a suite of interconnected rooms, where they were expected to stay until Talasyn’s coronation the next afternoon. Aside from the bedchambers, there was a dining room and a lounge, all sporting black stone, large mantelpieces, and polished but simple furniture, with the odd ancient tapestry here and there. Queen Urduja’s brows had already nearly disappeared into her hairline by the time Alaric stated, as they stood in the circular lounge at the conclusion of the short-lived tour, that all meals would be brought to them by the servants.

“You will not be dining with us, Your Majesty?” the Zahiya-lachis inquired.

“My schedule does not permit, Harlikaan,” he replied, dryly polite. “However, there will be a gala tomorrow, after the coronation. We will take our meal together then.”

Urduja nodded, slightly mollified that not all semblance of hospitality was lost in this strange new world.

Alaric exited the lounge without another word, leaving Talasyn staring at the empty space where he’d been. In all her stress-filled imaginings of what their reunion would be like, she hadn’t expected it to be this  . . . anticlimactic. She was bothered. And annoyed with him.

She stomped over to a table laden with wine and an assortment of small plates, where Jie and Elagbi were helping themselves.

Jie bit into skewered cubes of grilled duck’s blood and chewed tentatively, then made a face. “It’s bland!” she exclaimed, aghast.

Elagbi squinted mournfully at the remnants of the vegetable roll between his fingers. “The bean sprouts are soggy, and the dressing is most uninspired.”

“It will be up to Her Grace to introduce the finer points of Dominion cuisine to the Night Emperor’s court,” Jie declared.

Talasyn blinked at them, her cheeks bulging around a piece of egg-dipped sticky rice cake. They stared at her and she shrugged as she swallowed, then reached for the plate of vinegar-cured prawns and sea-grapes without the slightest hint of remorse. Food was food, after all.

She eventually had to stop eating because Queen Urduja beckoned her over to the lounge’s sole window. Talasyn went reluctantly; they had more or less been ignoring each other since the fight that had earned her some measure of freedom within Nenavar’s borders, but she should have known that such a state of affairs was too good to last.

“I have never before left the Nenavar Dominion,” the Zahiya-lachis said, as though it were a point of pride—which it probably was for her. She was speaking in Sailor’s Common. “So far, I am not impressed by what I find. A most shabby domain.”

Talasyn wanted to tell her grandmother that there was beauty only hours away. That it would become clear the moment one saw them why the snow-laden Highlands were called the Spine of the World. She longed to say that it was spring and the canyons of the Heartland would be teeming with silver-blue rivers, its gorges bedecked in greenery and its meadows covered in flowers.

But all of this belonged to a Sardovia that no longer existed, and so instead she pointed out, “You only have to endure it until the day after tomorrow, Harlikaan.”

“Indeed.” Urduja extended a slim arm dripping with silk and gemstones to indicate several spots with one stiletto-coned finger. “You will need some fountains there, there, and there. A promenade connecting the various buildings would not go amiss—perhaps with some flowering trees.”

“I don’t think beauty ranks very high on the Night Empire’s list of priorities,” Talasyn remarked.

“It should. The masses appreciate a bit of flair. This city is the heart of your empire, yes? You need to keep its inhabitants happy, and to do that, you need to make it livable.”

“It’s not really my empire—” Talasyn started to protest, but Urduja cut her off with an impatient shake of her head.

“There’s no use thinking like that anymore, Alunsina. The chips have fallen into place. No one knows what the future holds, but for now”—the Zahiya-lachis gestured to the skyline once more, this time sweeping her hand as if to encompass it in its entirety—“the Night Emperor is yours, his lands are yours, his power is yours. It’s time for you to rule.”

“You’re sounding awfully enthusiastic about this.” Talasyn narrowed her eyes at her grandmother. “You like the idea of having a granddaughter on the Kesathese throne.”

“And why shouldn’t I?” countered Urduja. “What matriarch would object to her house gaining more influence, more prestige? ‘We will become a major player on the world stage’—you told me so yourself, the day after your wedding.”

This won’t last forever. The Night Empire will fall, Talasyn wanted to argue, but at that moment Urduja folded her hands together, her right forefinger tapping on the curve of her left hand’s knuckles with painstaking deliberation.

Talasyn froze, recognizing the warning gesture for what it was. She glanced around the lounge, bringing her awareness of every inch of it to the forefront.

Every inch of its architecture, to be exact.

The curved walls. The elliptically arched roof. Certain rooms in the Roof of Heaven were also built like this, engineered to deliver sound to a focal point  . . .

Urduja’s finger ceased its tapping and stretched out to languidly indicate an enormous ebony-wood mantelpiece that occupied a portion of the wall from floor to ceiling.

It was large enough to conceal the entrance to another chamber, where someone could listen to the conversations in the lounge.

How had Urduja known  . . . ?

“I account for everything,” the Zahiya-lachis reminded her, lowering her voice as she switched to the Nenavarene tongue just in case, echoing words that she had said a fortnight ago, “and so I am caught unprepared by nothing.”

It dawned on Talasyn that Urduja had sought to lull whoever was listening into a false sense of complacency by making them think that the Dominion was content to revel in their newfound position and to occupy themselves with superficial matters such as redecorating—rather than hiding the last bastion of the Sardovian Allfold within their borders.

“It also does not escape me,” added Urduja, “that your husband has put us up in this dingy corner wing, isolated from the rest of the Citadel.” She kept her tone light. To make any potential eavesdroppers believe the topic was still frivolous, even if they couldn’t understand the words. “Which implies he wants to limit his people’s exposure to you, and that, in turn, means there’s either something he doesn’t want you to know, or he has no true interest in a lasting alliance, or both.”

Talasyn’s stomach hurt. Was it the questionable vegetable roll? No—this was a different kind of pain. It spread to her extremities, leaving her numb.

What Urduja was saying made perfect sense, but it shouldn’t matter to Talasyn that Alaric had hidden motives. So did she.

Combined with the chilly reception he’d just given her, though, the realization stung.

She was going to betray him. That had always been the plan. Now she just had to be wary that he had something up his sleeve as well, but the bigger picture remained unchanged. It should be unchanged. And yet—

What’s going on with me? Why do I feel hurt?

Maybe it really was food poisoning.

“What should I do?” Talasyn asked.

Urduja patted her arm. “Keep your head down, and keep it clear. At your coronation tomorrow, I shall be at my most charming and sociable and will find out what I can—or, at the very least, get a handle on the general feel of things.”

“If your intuition is right, then the Kesathese aren’t going to be all that talkative,” Talasyn said.

The Zahiya-lachis smirked. “I do love a challenge.”

Don’t you ever grow tired, Talasyn wished she could ask her grandmother, of always being two steps ahead of everyone else? She couldn’t imagine what it was like to have to live that way. But it was time to start learning.

Night in Kesath was a rolling darkness under a blanket of star-speckled clouds and a bitter wind. Talasyn peered out from the lone panel of metalglass in her chambers, taking in the lightless Citadel that stretched below her in swaths of never-ending, nearly solid black. Hers was the only window burning at this late hour, when not even the bright glow of the fire lamp on her bedside table could dispel the oppressive shadows.

In her mind’s eye she was flying in a wasp coracle, its striped sails emblazoned with the Allfold phoenix. She steered it over the Citadel, over all the other settlements on the vast Kesathese plains, eventually clearing the cliffs until she glided down into what had formerly been the Sardovian Hinterland. On and on she went, over the Great Steppe, where she’d grown up, and above the spine of the Highlands, where Khaede and Sol had gotten married and he had fallen in battle only hours later. And after the mountains came the Heartland, that place of last stands, its cities now splintered into pieces by the Night Empire’s stormships. The same empire that had now spread to cover the whole Continent.

Talasyn pressed her palm to the window. The chill of metalglass against her bare skin brought her back from the ruins of Sardovia, back into this room.

Guilt, her constant companion lately, clawed at her soul like an animal. After all this time, she had returned to the Continent—married to the man who had been instrumental in destroying most of it.

I had to, she told her reflection as it stared back at her accusingly in the dark glass. This way, everyone gets to live.

Except for Gaheris.

She couldn’t actually do anything to him for now. Nenavar needed to stay in Kesath’s good graces to stop the Voidfell. But afterwards she could look forward to finding a way to get to the Regent, to kill him, and in doing so help the Sardovian remnant reclaim their lost homelands.

After—she could believe in an after.






A Storm of Praise for The Hurricane Wars Series
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“Guanzon’s highly anticipated sequel to The Hurricane Wars is a captivating read from start to finish. The tension between the characters with the mix of political intrigue and magic will be sure to enchant readers.”

—Library Journal (starred review) on A Monsoon Rising
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—Booklist on A Monsoon Rising
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—New York Times on The Hurricane Wars

“The Hurricane Wars is a lush and exquisitely detailed book with enemies to lovers, breathtaking worlds, and intrigue. . . . Simply unputdownable.”

—HuffPost on The Hurricane Wars

“Thrilling, fierce, and sexy! Thea Guanzon has created a world as unique as it is deadly, and she needs to be on every fantasy reader’s TBR list!”
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—Kerri Maniscalco, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Throne of the Fallen, on The Hurricane Wars
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—Ali Hazelwood, New York Times bestselling author of The Love Hypothesis, on The Hurricane Wars

“The Hurricane Wars has everything I love: intricate world-building, unique magic, and a gleeful, smoldering romance. I’m obsessed.”
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—Katee Robert, New York Times bestselling author of the Dark Olympus series, on The Hurricane Wars

“An incredible storytelling experience.”
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“A masterpiece of world-building. Thea Guanzon forges a rich, fantastical realm with poignant and immersive prose and a spectacularly unique magic system. All hail the World-Mother of Lir.”

—Xiran Jay Zhao, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Iron Widow, on The Hurricane Wars

“Ambitious in scope and cinematic in execution, The Hurricane Wars is a high-octane, high-stakes epic with an irresistible love story at its core. I have no doubt that this confident, vivid debut will capture the imaginations of fantasy readers as it did mine.”
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“Lethally sharp in both its cunning political intrigue and exquisite prose, The Hurricane Wars is a strategic marvel that holds your heart in a death grip. Romantic fantasy at its very best.”

—Kylie Lee Baker, author of The Keeper of Night, on The Hurricane Wars

“Great books are praised for wonderful characters, an imaginative landscape, or striking themes. Thea Guanzon provides a master class in all three with her stunning storm of a debut, The Hurricane Wars. . . . One thing is certain—whether with yearning for what comes next or passion for what is here, The Hurricane Wars will leave you burning long before the last page descends.”

—Ehigbor Okosun, author of Forged by Blood, on The Hurricane Wars

“A spellbinding fantasy set in a fascinating world brimming with high stakes, magic, and passion. A new favorite!”

—Sue Lynn Tan, USA Today bestselling author of Daughter of the Moon Goddess, on The Hurricane Wars
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