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For everyone who was ever told

that their two halves could not belong to the same person—

and for the ones who chose each other anyway.

A Note Before You Begin

Every world that runs on fear needs an enemy, and it will invent one if it has to. Light Wielder began with a question: what if the two sides of a holy war had been lied to about each other from the very start—and what if the only people who could see the truth were a soldier and her sworn enemy, standing close enough at last to look each other in the eye?

This is a story about that looking. It is about destiny, and the quiet lie that destiny is something that happens to us rather than something we choose, one impossible mercy at a time. It is about the wall we build to keep from being hurt, and the way that wall only ever steals the time before. And it is, above all, a love story—about two opposed halves who discover they were never meant to fight, but to be woven whole.

Thank you for walking the length of this broken, healing world with Liora and Sorin.

Stay on their left. They run cold.

— Jacee Jax
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Collision
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​Chapter One
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The gray was spreading again, and the Luminate had sent Liora Sennet to burn it back.

She crested the ridge an hour past dawn, her grayhorse blowing hard beneath her, and looked down on what had once been a village. Say its name, she told herself—even in her own head—because forgetting names was how the realm let the dead become statistics. Harrow’s Bend. Forty families. A mill, a chapel, a market square where, three weeks ago, children had chased each other between the stalls.

Now there was nothing.

Not ruin—ruin was something. Ruin had edges, char, the dignity of having been destroyed. What lay below her had simply stopped being. The houses were there, more or less, their shapes intact, but they were the color of ash that had never burned, a flat and total grayness that drank the morning sun and gave nothing back. No smoke. No birds. No sound at all, which was the part that always reached into Liora’s chest and squeezed: the silence of a place where even the wind had given up.

The Hollow had come to Harrow’s Bend.

“Holy Radiance,” murmured Brother Castus, reining up beside her. He was young, barely past his consecration, and his hand made the sign of the sun against his breastplate without his seeming to notice. “I’ve read the reports. I never—” He swallowed. “The reports don’t say how quiet it is.”

“No,” Liora said. “They don’t.”

She dismounted. Beneath her boots the grass at the edge of the dead zone was still green, still alive, and then a hand’s breadth farther it simply was not—the same blades of grass, but gray, brittle, suspended in a moment that had been stolen from time itself. She crouched and reached toward the boundary, and felt the cold come off it like the open mouth of a tomb. Not the cold of winter. The cold of absence. The cold of a place where the world had been unmade.

Behind her, the rest of the company gathered—a dozen consecrated, the white-and-gold of the Luminate dulled to pewter under the dead light, and at their center the Inquisitor, Vauros, in his red. Liora did not turn to look at him. She had learned, over fourteen years in the Order of the Dawn, that the less attention one paid an inquisitor, the longer one survived to do good in the world.

“Dawnblade.” Vauros’s voice was soft and dry, a voice made for verdicts. “You know your duty.”

“I know it.”

She rose. She let the others fall back—they always fell back, they had to, what she was about to do would blind any of them who stood too close—and she walked alone to the edge of the gray.

And then Liora Sennet called the light.

It started, as it always started, in the hollow beneath her ribs, in the small fierce ember that every Radiant carried and that no Nightborn had ever possessed. A warmth. A waking. She breathed it open the way a smith breathes a forge, and it climbed her spine and spilled down her arms and gathered, golden and singing, in her cupped and open hands.

Light.

Not lamplight, not sunlight—living light, the Radiance itself, the gift the Choir taught had been given to humankind to hold back the dark. It poured from her palms and pooled in the air and took the shape her will gave it: a blade first, long as her arm and bright as noon, because old habits ran deep and a Dawnblade reached for a blade the way other people reached for breath. Then she let the blade dissolve and become what she actually needed—a tide. A wave of light, gathering, swelling, until she stood at the center of a small sun and the gray world flinched away from her on every side.

She drove it forward into the dead zone.

The Hollow screamed.

It had no mouth. It had no voice. But everyone who had ever burned back the gray agreed on this: when the light went in, something in the silence tore, a high and grinding wrongness that you felt in your teeth and your marrow rather than your ears, and the dead color of Harrow’s Bend curdled and writhed and—slowly, grudgingly, like a stain lifting from old cloth—gave ground. Color crept back into the grass at the boundary. A single blade went from gray to green. Then a handful. Then a span of earth the size of a grave.

Liora poured more of herself into it. This was the cost no report mentioned either: that burning back the Hollow was not like fighting a thing, it was like trying to fill a hole that had no bottom. The light went in and the dark ate it, and you fed it more, and more, and the ember beneath your ribs guttered lower and lower, and the temptation—the deadly, seductive temptation—was to give it everything, to empty yourself entirely, because surely, surely if you just gave enough—

“Enough,” said Vauros.

She did not stop.

A handsbreadth more. A child’s grave’s worth of living earth, reclaimed from nothing. She could feel her ember at the bottom of its well now, scraping, the way breath comes ragged at the top of a long climb—

“Dawnblade.”

Liora let the light go.

It collapsed back into her with a sound like a held breath released, and the world rushed in—the cold, the dead silence, the small terrible victory of perhaps thirty paces of grass that was green again where, a moment before, it had been gray. Thirty paces. Against a dead zone that swallowed a village.

She stood swaying, her hands smoking faintly, emptied to the dregs, and she looked at what she had managed to save and she wanted to weep with the smallness of it.

“It will return,” Vauros observed, coming to stand at her shoulder. He surveyed the reclaimed ground without warmth. “By the next moon this will be gray again. You know this.”

“Then send Radiants to hold it.”

“We do not have Radiants enough to hold every wound the Nightborn open in the world.” He said it patiently, the way one corrects a slow but promising student. “We have you. And we have the will to find the source of the rot, and to cut it out at the root.” He turned his pale eyes on her. “Which is why you are not staying here to play nursemaid to a dead field. The Choir has other work for the Order’s brightest blade.”

And here it was. There was always an other work.

“The Hollow does not spread on its own, Dawnblade. It is opened.” Vauros’s voice dropped, became confiding, intimate, the voice of a man sharing a sacred truth. “Every dead zone we have studied bears the mark of shadow-craft at its heart. The Nightborn cut the wound. The Hollow pours through. They feed it. They worship it. And there is one among them—”

“I know who you mean.”

She did. Everyone in the Order knew who he meant. Three years now the name had moved through the war-cloisters like a draft under a door. The Nightborn had no king, no general the Luminate could name and hang, but they had him—a blade in the dark, a shadow that walked, a killer the consecrated whispered about and the inquisitors swore was the architect of every fresh wound in the world.

The Shrike.

“He was seen four days ago,” Vauros said, “moving north, toward the garrison at Vael’s Crossing. We hold prisoners there. Shadow-touched, taken in the eastern purgations—dangerous heretics, awaiting judgment.” A thin smile. “He is coming for them. He will not expect a Dawnblade to be waiting.”

Liora looked out at the gray, at the dead and silent shapes of a place where children had once run between the stalls, and she felt the old contradiction turn over inside her, the one she never spoke aloud, not to Vauros, not to anyone—the one that whispered: and if the Nightborn truly open these wounds, why are their own dead always in them?

Because they were. She had walked a dozen dead zones now, and in every one, when the light came back, it showed her the gray, frozen shapes of the people caught at the moment the Hollow took them. And as many of them—more of them—wore the rough dark cloth of the shadow-touched as wore Luminate gold.

If the Nightborn made the Hollow, the Hollow did not seem to know its makers.

She kept the thought, as she kept all her dangerous thoughts, behind her teeth.

“When do I leave?” she asked.

“Now,” said Vauros. “Bring me the Shrike’s head, Dawnblade, and you bring the Choir the key to ending the gray forever.” He laid a hand on her shoulder, light as a falling leaf and twice as cold. “You above all should want him dead. After what his kind did to your mother.”

Liora went very still.

It was a cruelty so practiced it was almost gentle—he had reached without hesitation for the one wound that never healed, and pressed. She was eleven again, in the smoke of the eastern cloister, screaming a name into the dark. She was eleven, and the shadows had moved wrong, and her mother had pushed her into a cupboard and turned to face what came, and Liora had watched through the slats as the light went out of her mother’s hands and out of her mother’s eyes and out of the world.

A Nightborn had done that. She had never seen his face. She had spent fourteen years becoming the kind of weapon that would never let it happen to another child.

“I will bring you the Shrike,” Liora said.

She did not say his head. Vauros did not seem to notice the difference.

But she did.

⁂

She rode out within the hour, alone—a Dawnblade hunted best alone, and besides, she did not want Vauros’s red shadow at her back. The grayhorse picked its way north through a country that had been beautiful once and was learning, slowly, not to be: villages thinning, fields going to seed, and here and there, off the road, the tell-tale flat gleam of a small dead zone, a patch of unmade world the size of a barn or a house, that the Order had not yet reached and might never reach.

The land told the story of the war if you knew how to read it. Liora had been taught to read it before she could read letters.

In the beginning, the catechism went—she could still hear the cloister-mistress’s dry voice intoning it, two hundred children’s voices chanting the responses back—there was the Light, and the Light was whole. The whole realm of Aurelan had basked in it once, a single people under a single sun, in the long-ago time before the Sundering. Then, the Choir taught, a darkness had crept into the hearts of some, a hunger for the cold and the hidden places, and those corrupted souls had reached not toward the Light but away from it, and so was the shadow born, and so was humankind split in two—the Radiant and the Shadow-touched, the blessed and the blighted, the children of the sun and the children of the wound.

And the wound festered, the catechism went, and from the wound came the Hollow, the Devouring, the gray death that eats the world. And the Light alone can hold it back. And so the faithful take up the Light against the dark, until the dark is scoured from the world and the realm is made whole again under one sun.

Three hundred years of scouring. Three hundred years of the Purgation—the long, holy, grinding war the Luminate waged against the shadow-touched wherever they were found, in cities and villages and the high cold places where the Nightborn fled to be free. Liora had grown up inside that war the way a fish grows up inside water, never once thinking to question whether the water was clean.

She had questioned, lately. That was the trouble. She had started to question, and she could not seem to stop.

Because the catechism was very clear that the Hollow came from the shadow, that it was the festering of the wound, that it was the Nightborn’s sin made manifest in the gray death of the land—and Liora had walked twelve dead zones now with her own two feet, and burned back the gray with her own two hands, and seen with her own two eyes who lay frozen and erased at the heart of every one.

The shadow-touched. Their own dead. Children of the wound, lying gray and silent in the wound, as if the wound did not know they were its kin.

If the Nightborn feed the Hollow, the cold small voice in her had begun to ask, three years ago, the first time she’d really looked, why does the Hollow feed on them?

She had no answer the catechism would accept. So she folded the question small, the way she folded everything, and rode on.

She was very good at not thinking, when she chose to be. It was a skill they taught you in the war-cloister alongside the blade and the light: how to take the part of you that doubted and fold it small and put it somewhere you could not feel it. She folded her doubt about Vauros. She folded her grief for Harrow’s Bend.

She folded, with the most practice and the most difficulty, the memory of her mother’s hands going dark.

It came at her anyway, the way it always came when she was tired, riding through gray country with no Vauros to perform her certainty for. She had been eleven. The eastern cloister at Solwen had stood for two hundred years; her mother had been a Lightbringer there, gentle and bright, with hands that could mend a broken bird or set a child’s fever guttering down to nothing. Liora had wanted to be exactly like her. She had spent her whole childhood wanting to be exactly like her.

And then the night the cloister burned.

The reports—Vauros had quoted them at her just an hour ago, knowing exactly where to press—said a Nightborn raid. A shadow that walked. The lights had gone out one by one across the cloister, the consecrated falling where they stood, and somewhere in the dark a craft had been worked that no eleven-year-old could understand, only feel: a cold, a pulling, a wrongness. Her mother had pushed her into the great oak linen-cupboard in the dormitory hall and pressed her finger to Liora’s lips and turned to face the dark with light already blooming in her hands.

Through the slats Liora had watched her mother burn like a star. For a moment—a long, blazing, glorious moment—the dark had given ground, and her mother had been the most beautiful and terrible thing Liora had ever seen, a Lightbringer in her full power, holding back the night.

And then the light had gone out of her hands.

Not blown out. Not beaten down. Drawn out, sucked away into the dark like water down a drain, faster and faster, her mother’s light dimming and dimming while she screamed—not in fear, Liora had understood much later, but in recognition, the scream of someone who has just understood what is happening to her—and then her mother was gray. Gray and frozen and silent, one hand still raised, her face caught in that final understanding.

The Hollow had taken her. Liora knew that now. She had not known it then. She had only known that the dark had killed her mother, and that the Nightborn made the dark, and so she had let the Order pour fourteen years of grief into her like light into a blade, and she had become the thing she was: the brightest weapon in the Choir’s hand, sworn to scour the shadow from the world.

But the dark had not drawn her mother’s light away. She had seen enough now to know the difference. Shadow-craft took warmth. She had felt it tonight, would feel it again—the cold pulling of the Gloam, a thief’s craft, a poacher’s craft, a thing that stole the heat from a room or the breath from a guard. It did not unmake. It did not leave the gray.

Only one thing left the gray.

Liora had spent three years not finishing that thought. She did not finish it now. She made camp in the lee of a tumbled wall, lit no fire—a Radiant who needed a fire to keep warm was a Radiant who had forgotten what she was—and shared her bread with a thin barefoot girl who came out of the dark to beg, a refugee of some emptied village, who flinched from Liora’s gold like it might burn her and would not say why, and was gone before dawn, taking the rest of the bread and leaving behind only the question of why a child should be so frightened of the Light that was supposed to be her shield.

And then Liora lay looking up at a sky thick with stars, and let herself, just for a moment, before she folded it away, wonder what the Shrike’s face looked like.

She imagined it would be terrible.

She had no idea.
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Sorin Vale had been many things the Luminate called monstrous, but he drew the line at letting children freeze.

The garrison at Vael’s Crossing sat in a fold of the hills like a clenched fist, four walls of gray stone around a yard, a watchtower at each corner, and beneath it—he knew this, he had paid for the knowing in coin and blood—a cellar. The Luminate called it a waystation for the shadow-touched, awaiting judgment. Sorin had heard what waited at the end of that judgment. He had pulled enough of his people from enough such places, when there had still been anything left to pull, to know that judgment was a soft word the gold-cloaks used so they would not have to say fire.

He lay flat on the cold ridge above the garrison and counted lights.

This was the part the songs the Luminate sang about him always got wrong. In the gold-cloaks’ telling, the Shrike came out of the dark like the dark itself, all teeth and terror, and unmade men with a thought. The truth was that the Shrike spent most of his nights doing exactly this: lying in the cold, counting lights, counting guards, counting the long odds, and feeling every one of his thirty years in his knees and his shoulder and the old break in his left hand that ached when the weather turned.

Four torches on the walls. Two in the yard. A brazier in the gatehouse, which meant two men at least, warming their hands instead of watching the dark, which was a gift. Twenty-two guards by his count, give or take, plus whatever consecrated they’d posted to keep the shadow-craft penned. Against that, Sorin had himself, and a knife, and the night.

He’d faced worse odds. He’d faced them and lost, which was how he’d learned not to feel anything about odds at all.

He had not always been the Shrike. He tried not to think about who he’d been before, because the man he’d been before had believed things—that the world was mostly fair, that the strong protected the weak, that if you kept your head down and harmed no one the Light would leave you in peace. The Nightborn were not, whatever the gold-cloaks’ songs insisted, a nation of killers and heretics plotting the world’s ruin from caves. They were people. Tinkers and weavers and midwives and farmers who had been born, through no choice of their own, with a different gift than their neighbors—the Gloam instead of the Radiance, the cold instead of the warm, the night instead of the day. For most of them the gift was small: a candle’s worth of shadow, enough to hide in, enough to startle a thief, no more dangerous than a Radiant’s knack for warming cold hands.

The Luminate burned them anyway. The catechism left no room for a small darkness. Shadow was the wound; the wound must be scoured; and so the Purgation came to one quiet village after another, and the gold-cloaks sorted the people into the blessed and the blighted, and the blighted went to the waystations to await judgment.

Sorin had been fourteen when the Purgation came to his village. He had a sister then. Mira. Three years younger, with a knack for the Gloam even smaller than his own—she could darken a room to read by, that was all, she used to do it as a party trick to make the little ones laugh—and the gold-cloaks had taken her anyway, because the catechism left no room. He had not been able to stop them. He had been fourteen and half-trained and they had been twelve consecrated with the Light in their hands, and he had watched them take his sister down a road toward a waystation exactly like the one below him now, and he had spent the next sixteen years becoming the kind of man who could do something about it.

He had found her, eventually. Two years too late. He had found her in a dead zone, gray and frozen and silent, in a village the Hollow had eaten—a village where the Luminate had penned a hundred shadow-touched to await their judgment, and where the gray had come in the night and judged them first.

That was the thing the gold-cloaks never let themselves see, the thing Sorin had built his whole strange life around: the Hollow loved a waystation. It came again and again to the places where the Luminate gathered the shadow-touched, as if drawn to them, as if the wound knew its own. The Choir called it proof—see how the gray follows the blighted! Sorin called it what it was, once he’d walked enough of the dead and counted them: a slaughter pen. The Luminate gathered his people in one place to await burning, and often as not the Hollow saved them the trouble of the fire.

Which was why the Shrike had spent three years emptying waystations. Not raiding. Not the campaign of terror the songs described. Emptying. Slipping in under the noses of the consecrated and getting his people out—old and young, the candle-bright and the merely unlucky—before either the fire or the gray could take them. He’d lost as many as he’d saved. More, some years. He’d buried so many in the gray that he’d stopped being able to feel the burials, which was its own kind of death, the death of the man who’d believed the world was mostly fair.

He had a name now, on both sides, and he hated both versions of it. To the Luminate he was the Shrike, the architect of every wound, the dark that walked. To his own people he was something almost worse: a hope. The Nightborn whispered his name like a prayer, and Sorin knew exactly how much a prayer was worth, having been one to his sister once and failed her.

The eleven below him were children, mostly. Taken in the eastern purgations, the same purgations that had emptied Harrow’s Bend and a dozen villages besides, the same purgations that were driving the Hollow into a frenzy of feeding all across the eastern marches. He had a name for one of them. Aru. Six years old. The son of a woman named Dessa who had pulled Sorin half-dead out of a snowbank two winters back and asked nothing for it, and whom Sorin had watched die in a dead zone last spring with her last breath spent begging him to find her boy.

He was going to find her boy.

That was all the Shrike was, underneath the songs: a tired man with a knife and a debt he could never finish paying, lying in the cold above a slaughter pen, counting lights.

The cold was already gathering to him, drawn by the Gloam waking in his blood. That was the way of it: light gave, the gold-cloaks were forever crowing about how their power was the sun’s own generosity, and they never once stopped to wonder why the dark took. Sorin had wondered. Sorin had spent his whole life wondering. When he called the shadow, the warmth went out of him and into the working, and his breath stopped misting, and the small heats of the living world—the brazier in the gatehouse, the body warmth of the man dozing at his post—drew toward him like iron toward a lodestone and dimmed.

He let the Gloam rise.

The torches on the near wall did not gutter—nothing so dramatic—but the light they cast shrank, the circle of it pulling in, the dark beyond it thickening and reaching, and into that thickened dark Sorin Vale poured himself and was, for a span of heartbeats, no longer a man on a ridge but a long cold current of shadow flowing down the hill.

He came over the wall between two torches, in the seam of dark where their light didn’t quite meet, and he was a man again on the parapet before the nearest guard had finished his yawn.

The guard turned. Opened his mouth.

Sorin’s hand closed over it, and the Gloam went down the man’s throat with the breath he’d been about to spend on a shout—not killing, never killing when sleep would do, that was a rule he’d made himself keep when keeping any rule at all had started to feel like the only thing standing between him and the thing the gold-cloaks said he was. The guard sagged. Sorin lowered him to the stone, gentle as a man laying down a sleeping child, and breathed, and listened, and moved.

This was the work. Not terror. Not the unmaking of men with a thought. The patient, dangerous, profoundly unglamorous work of stealing eleven people out from under twenty-two guards and however many consecrated, with a knife and the night and a body that ached when the weather turned.

The consecrated were the danger. Ordinary guards he could blind, smother, slip past—but a Radiant carried a candle that never went out, a Radiant could flood a room with light and strip the shadow off him like skin off a fruit, and a single consecrated who got off a flare before Sorin reached them would bring the whole garrison down. So he moved the way he’d taught himself to move: not toward the lights but between them, reading the dark like a tide, pouring himself through the seams. He found the one consecrated on the ground floor by her glow before she could find him by his cold, and he was behind her with the Gloam down her throat before her light had time to do more than flicker. He laid her down. He did not kill her. He noted, the way he always noted it and always hated that he noted it, how young she was.

The cellar door was oak banded with iron and the lock was good, but Sorin had the keys, and the third one turned. The stair beyond went down into a dark so complete that even a gold-cloak would have been blind in it, and Sorin went down into it gratefully, the way another man might step into warm water, because down here in the dark he was not the hunted thing. Down here he was home.

They were behind a second door, in a stone room that stank of fear and damp. Eleven of them. He felt them before he saw them—eleven small cold sparks of the Gloam, huddled, dampened, terrified into stillness—and when he eased the door open and let them see the shape of him against the dark, he heard the smallest of them draw breath to scream.

“Don’t,” Sorin whispered. “I’m not them. I’m not gold.” He crouched, made himself small, made himself the least frightening shape a grown man could make in a black room. “Is there an Aru here? A boy named Aru? Your mother was Dessa. She had a laugh like a kettle and she made the best barley bread on the eastern marches and she sent me to bring you home.”

A silence. Then a very small voice, from the far corner: “...Mama’s bread had honey in it.”

“It did,” said Sorin, and something in his chest that he kept very carefully numb cracked open just enough to hurt. “It did, lad. Come here. All of you. Quiet as the dark, now—you know how to be quiet as the dark, it’s the one thing they could never take from us—and I’ll have you out of here and under the stars before the sun’s up.”

He had them on their feet, eleven small hands finding his cloak and each other’s, the boy Aru’s cold fingers locked around two of Sorin’s own, and he had turned back toward the stair to begin the long careful theft of getting them out—

—when the first scream came from the eastern yard.

Sorin froze.

It was not the scream of a guard who’d found him. He knew that scream; he’d caused enough of them. This was something else—a sound with no bottom to it, a sound that climbed past terror into a register that human throats were not built for, and beneath it, under it, through it, a silence so total and so wrong that his every instinct, every scar, every hard-won year of staying alive, screamed at him to run.

He knew that silence.

He had heard it twice before, both times at the edge of a dead zone, both times standing over the gray and frozen body of someone he had loved.

The Hollow was here.

And it was inside the walls.

For one heartbeat the whole of his hard-won life balanced on a knife’s edge. Eleven children at his back, terrified, freezing, his to save. A dead zone opening in the yard above, between them and the only way out. He could feel the gray already, the cold of it leaking down the stairwell, the pulling at the edges of the world.

If he stayed below, the Hollow would come down the stair and take them all in the dark, the way it had taken Mira.

If he went up—if he put himself between the children and the gray, and bought them even a few breaths—

It was not a choice. It had never been a choice, not since he was fourteen and watched them take his sister down a road.

“Stay,” Sorin told the children, low and fierce, prying Aru’s cold fingers gently loose. “Stay in the dark, all the way at the back, and do not come up no matter what you hear. The dark is ours. It’ll keep you. I’ll come back for you.” He did not let himself wonder whether it was a lie. “I swear it on your mother’s bread, lad. I’ll come back.”

Then he went up the stair toward the screaming and the cold, drawing the Gloam to him as he climbed, the way a man draws a breath before going under water—and came out into the yard, into the spreading gray, and threw everything he had into the only thing he knew to do: pour shadow into the wound and pray to no one that it was enough to slow the dark while the children fled.

It was not enough. He’d known it wouldn’t be. Shadow alone never was.

So when a horse came down the road at a gallop and a woman in dulled Luminate gold burst through the open gate with light already blazing in her hand, Sorin Vale—pouring himself into a losing fight at the edge of a thing that had eaten his sister—had perhaps half a second to feel something almost like relief.

A Radiant. Light. If she’d help him, even for a moment, even by accident—

Then he saw the murder in her eyes, and understood she had not come to help.

She had come for him.
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​Chapter Three
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Liora reached Vael’s Crossing at moonrise and knew at once that something was wrong, because the garrison was screaming.

She came down the road at a gallop, the grayhorse’s hooves throwing sparks, and even before she could see the walls she could feel it—the cold, the pulling, the dreadful absence-pressure she had felt at Harrow’s Bend, except that at Harrow’s Bend it had been a wound days old and gone quiet, and this was a wound being cut, now, open and raw and hungry.

The gates stood open. That was the first wrong thing. The second was the bodies in the yard—not slain, not bleeding, but gray, three guards caught mid-stride and frozen the color of ash, one with his sword half-drawn and his mouth open on a shout that would never finish. The Hollow had taken them where they stood.

And at the center of the yard, where the dead zone pulsed and spread, where the gray was eating the cobbles and climbing the walls in a slow tide that no fire could light and no blade could cut—

There was a man.

He stood at the very edge of the Hollow with his back to her, and the dark moved around him, shadow rising off his shoulders in long ribbons, pouring from his hands into the gray as if—as if he were feeding it, as if every story Vauros had ever told her were true and she had ridden straight into the proof. A Nightborn. The Nightborn, here, now, at the mouth of a fresh wound in the world.

The Shrike.

Liora’s grief and her doubt and her fourteen years of folded fury all came unfolded at once, white-hot, and she did not think. She called the light into her open hand—it came roaring, blade-shaped, blade-bright—and she crossed the yard and brought it down on the back of the man who had murdered her mother and a village and a world.

He moved.

She would replay it a hundred times after and never quite see how. One instant the blade of light was descending on the back of his skull; the next he was simply not there, he had poured sideways into his own shadow and reformed three paces off, and her blade rang off the cobbles and threw up a fan of golden sparks, and he turned, and Liora Sennet saw the Shrike’s face for the first time.

It was not terrible.

That was the thought that surfaced, absurd and unbidden, in the half-second before he attacked: it’s not terrible. She had built him in her mind for three years out of nightmare and inquisitor’s tales, and the man in front of her was just—a man. Dark-haired, dark-eyed, a hard clean-boned face with a white scar bisecting one brow, a mouth set in a line that was somehow both grim and faintly, infuriatingly amused. Younger than the legends. Tired around the eyes in a way the legends never mentioned.

And then he was on her, and there was no more time for thinking at all.

He fought like the dark itself—not with a blade, he had only a knife and he barely used it, but with the Gloam, with shadow that came in low and fast and cold, tendrils whipping for her ankles, her wrists, her throat, each one trying to find the gap in her light where it could pour in and pull the warmth out of her. She’d never fought a shadow-wielder of his caliber. She’d fought the shadow-touched in the eastern purgations—frightened farmers, half-trained, gone to ground—and put them down without breaking stride. This was different. This was a master of a craft she had been taught was simple corruption, and there was nothing simple about it.

But Liora Sennet was the Order of the Dawn’s brightest blade, and she had not earned that name asleep.

She met his shadow with light. Every tendril that came for her she burned, white-gold fire flaring along the dark and unmaking it, and where he gave ground to the cold she gave ground to nothing, she advanced, a walking sun, and for the first time in the fight she saw something cross his face that was not amusement.

Surprise.

Then respect, which was worse.

She had fought a great many people in fourteen years, and every one of them had fought her as a Dawnblade—as a thing, a weapon, a verdict in gold. This man fought her as an opponent. He read her. Every time she committed to a strike he was already flowing away from it, every time she opened her guard a hair he tested it, and when she trapped him against the well-housing and brought down a sheet of light meant to end it, he did something she had never seen any shadow-wielder do: he gathered the dark into a wall, dense and cold and absolute, and her light broke against it like surf on stone.

It cost him. She saw it cost him—saw him stagger, saw the breath go out of him in a white plume, because holding a wall of Gloam against a Dawnblade’s full light was like holding back the tide with your bare hands. But he held it. For three heartbeats, against the brightest blade in the Order, the Shrike held.

No one had ever held.

“You’re good,” he said, when the light guttered and the wall fell and they broke apart, both of them breathing hard, three paces of moonlit cobbles between them. His voice was low, rough, unhurried even now. “They didn’t tell me you’d be good.”

“They told me everything about you,” she said, and circled, looking for the angle.

“All of it lies, I expect.” He circled with her, mirror-perfect, a dark shape with the dead zone pulsing at his back. There was blood at the corner of his mouth where her light had caught him and a kind of terrible exhausted humor in his eyes, and Liora hated—hated—that some traitor part of her, the part that had spent her whole life surrounded by people who feared her, noticed how it felt to be looked at by someone who didn’t. “Let me guess. I eat children. I drink the light out of the faithful. I crawled up out of the Hollow itself with a knife in my teeth.”

“You burned the cloister at Solwen.”

It came out of her like a blow, before she could fold it away, and she saw it land on him—saw him go still, saw the humor drop off his face.

“I have never been within forty leagues of Solwen,” he said quietly. “Whatever happened there, Dawnblade, it wasn’t me, and if it was a cloister gone gray in the night, then it wasn’t any of us. You know what takes a place in the night and leaves it silent. You’ve walked the gray. You’ve seen who’s in it.” His dark eyes held hers across the moonlit yard, and there was no triumph in them, only a weariness so deep it frightened her. “Ask yourself who profits from telling you it was a man.”

“Stop talking.” She put everything she had into it—into the words, into the light, a blaze that lit the whole yard noon-bright and made him flinch and throw an arm across his eyes; there, the weakness, shadow could not abide pure light—and she lunged. “You’re feeding it. You’re standing at the edge of a dead zone pouring your filth into it—”

“I’m trying to close it, you blazing idiot—”

“—and I have eleven witnesses in the cellar below us who’ll watch me cut you down—”

“They’re children!” he roared, and for the first time all his unhurried control cracked clean through, and the raw thing under it was not a monster’s rage but a father’s terror. “There are eleven children in that cellar and the gray is twenty paces from the stairhead and you are wasting the only Light for ten leagues fighting the one man trying to keep it off them—”

She hit him.

Not with the light—she was too close now, they were chest to chest in the white glare, close enough to feel the cold coming off him and the heat coming off her meet and war in the space between—but with the pommel of the light-blade she’d let condense to something solid, a crack across the jaw that should have dropped him. It rocked him back into the wall. His head struck stone. For one instant he was open, undefended, the killer the Choir had described pinned and dazed at the point of her blade.

And his eyes, when they found hers, were not a killer’s eyes. They were the eyes of a man looking at
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