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She was a god's weapon and a Temple secret.

He was the empire's most trusted sword.

The gods chose them for each other before they knew each other's names.

The empire will call it corruption.

They will call it the only thing left that can save the world.
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ZARA

The mark said Lord Fennick Vael died in his sleep.

That was the story the Temple would give his household in the morning. Natural causes, they would say. A man of his age, his appetites. The body sometimes simply decides it is finished. His wife would weep with the particular relief of a woman who has been waiting a long time for permission to grieve something else entirely.

It was a clean story. I had given them a clean body to support it.

I lowered the vial back into the inner pocket of my coat and waited.

Vael lay against his pillows with his eyes shut and his hands folded across his chest, which I had arranged because it would make the household's morning easier and because I had decided somewhere in the last decade that small mercies cost nothing. His expression was slack. Peaceful, even. He had not felt the compound enter his wine. He had not felt anything after the first sip.

The candle on his nightstand had burned down to a nub. Two hours, maybe three, since I had arrived. The compound was well past active in his blood. There was nothing left to do here except leave the way I had come, through the window and the dark and the three blocks of rooftop between this estate and the street where my contact was waiting with a horse.

I turned to the window and reached for the shadows.

They came slowly.

I stood very still and did not let myself react to that. In my chest, in the place where Morra's presence should have been immediate and absolute, there was instead something distant. Muted. Like trying to hear a voice through water. The shadows in the corners of the room responded, but sluggishly, gathering at my call the way smoke gathers in still air rather than the way they should have gathered, which was instantly and without question.

I fed them more intent and they thickened enough. Not what they had been a year ago. Not even what they had been six months ago. But enough to work with.

I stepped out the window and climbed.

The roof of the Vael estate was wet from the day's rain and the city spread below me in its nighttime version, all narrow lantern-glow and the sound of the river district three streets over. I moved low and fast across the tiles, keeping to the shadow-lines I had mapped on the approach. Morra's gift had always made rooftops simple: where shadows fell, I could move without being seen, without weight, almost without sound. Tonight the shadows held me but barely. I was aware of my own footsteps in a way I had not been for years.

I did not think about what that meant. Thinking about it would not fix it and I had a horse to catch.

I dropped from the last rooftop into the alley and my contact, a minor Temple functionary named Seff who smelled perpetually of candle tallow, had the horse ready and his eyes deliberately pointed at the opposite wall. He knew better than to look at me directly after a job.

"Clean?" he asked the wall.

"Clean."

He handed me the reins. I swung up and was two streets away before the Temple bells marked the third hour of night.

The ride back to the capital took four days. I spent them not thinking about the shadows.

I was adequate at not thinking about things. It was a skill the Temple had cultivated in me the same way they had cultivated everything else: systematically, without sentiment, beginning when I was seven years old and the Ashborne bloodline testers found the mark of Morra's claim behind my left ear and my mother had handed me to the Temple representatives with the expression of a woman setting down a very heavy thing she had been carrying alone for too long.

I did not think about my mother either.

The Temple of the Vessels sat at the center of the capital like a fist. Seven towers, one for each divine bloodline, rising from a central hall that the old texts called the Convergence, though no convergence had happened there in living memory. The towers were all the same height by law, because the empire's founding principle was that no god outranked another. In practice, the Soldaryn war-tower cast a longer shadow at midday than the others because of the angle of the sun, and nobody with any sense brought it up.

The Ashborne tower was called the Veil. I had lived in it since I was seven. It smelled like old stone and the particular incense the priests burned to honor Morra, something dark and resinous that I had stopped noticing twenty years ago.

Temple Master Aldric was waiting for me in the briefing room at the tower's base, which meant either I had taken longer than expected or the new assignment was urgent enough to skip the debrief interval. He was a small man with the careful stillness of someone who had learned long ago that stillness read as power, and he wore it with the ease of long practice. His own bloodline was administrative, no divine mark, no gift. The Temple ran on people like him. That had always struck me as fitting.

"Vael?" he asked.

"Done."

"Complications?"

"None."

He nodded and set a thin folder on the table between us. I did not reach for it.

"There is a situation in the eastern provinces," he said. "Three Vessels dead in the last two months. Tide bloodline, Stone bloodline, one of ours. An Ashborne named Cress, assigned to the Volhara garrison."

Something in my chest registered that. Cress had been two years ahead of me in the Veil. We had not been close. In the Temple you were not trained for closeness. But I remembered her precision. The way she moved. The quiet particular to someone who has been alone long enough that silence stops feeling like absence and starts feeling like a room you live in.

"The Hollowed Court," Aldric said.

I had heard the name. Rumor more than intelligence, a cult operating in the eastern provinces with no clear ideology beyond the systematic targeting of Vessel bloodlines. Three deaths was no longer rumor.

"You want me east," I said.

"I want the Hollowed Court dismantled. Whoever leads it found, extracted, and brought back alive. The Temple needs to understand the methodology before we can assess the broader threat." He paused in the way he paused when the next thing was something he expected me to object to. "You will not be going alone."

I waited.

"The High Consul has assigned a Legion escort. Commander Caelen Soldaryn will lead a unit of twelve from the First Legion. You will operate jointly."

The silence in the room was mine.

"The Temple has made this determination," Aldric said, which was the way he said things he had not personally made the determination on and was not inviting me to argue. "The eastern provinces are unsettled. Three dead Vessels means the cult has organizational depth and local knowledge. The Temple's assessment is that a combined approach serves the mission."

"The Temple's assessment," I said.

"The High Consul's office made the recommendation. The Temple concurred."

Which meant Aldric had not been given a choice either, and was telling me so in the only way available to him, which was careful phrasing and a particular quality of eye contact.

Caelen Soldaryn. I knew the name the way I knew all the names of people who moved in proximity to Temple operations. Soldaryn bloodline, bound to Kaer the war-god. Twenty-nine years old, Commander of the First Legion at an age when most Legion officers were still proving themselves at the junior ranks. A reputation for tactical clarity that had ended three border conflicts in the last five years and generated the kind of loyalty in his soldiers that the Temple's briefings noted without quite deciding whether to call it an asset or a concern.

I had never worked with a Soldaryn. I had never worked with anyone. My assignments were by design singular. You did not send two Vessels on a covert operation because two Vessels created a coordination problem and a liability chain.

Someone had decided that logic no longer applied.

"When?" I asked.

"Three days. He arrives at the capital day after tomorrow. The briefing is the morning following." Aldric pushed the folder closer. "His file."

I picked it up. The Temple portrait inside showed a man who looked like war felt: contained force, nothing wasted. Dark hair, jaw like a decision already made. His service record was longer than his age should have permitted. The annotations in Temple hand were precise: Soldaryn gift at full expression. Tactical foresight, battlefield resonance. No recorded complications with command authority. That last note was Temple shorthand for follows orders, which was the thing they needed to know about anyone they had to coordinate with.

There was a second annotation at the bottom in different ink, added later: Asset confirmed loyal to empire structure. Monitor integration with Temple operations for jurisdictional friction.

Aldric was watching me read.

"Jurisdictional friction," I said.

"He runs a clean operation. He will want to know why the Temple is involved and what your parameters are. You are authorized to tell him this is a Vessel-threat investigation and that your operational details are Temple-restricted." A pause. "He will find that insufficient."

"He can find it whatever he likes."

Aldric almost smiled. "Indeed." He stood, which was the end of the meeting. "Zara." He said my name the way he said it when he was about to say something he would not put in writing. "The eastern provinces are unsettled in ways that are not fully captured in the briefing materials. There have been reports from the garrison that the Temple has not yet formally assessed. If you encounter anything that falls outside the mission parameters, you will report it directly to me and not to Commander Soldaryn."

I studied him. He held eye contact steadily, which told me he was not going to give me more than that.

"Understood," I said.

I took the folder and left.

My room in the Veil was on the fourteenth floor, high enough that the city was a suggestion of light below the window and the river was a black line in the dark beyond it. I had lived in this room for eleven years. I had not decorated it. Decorating implied a relationship with a place that I had never seen the point of cultivating.

I set Soldaryn's file on the desk and stood at the window and let myself think about the shadows.

They were failing. I had known it for four months. The first time I had noticed was a night assignment in the port city of Drath, reaching for the dark and finding it thinner than it should have been, compensating without quite letting myself register what the compensation meant. I had compensated four more times since. I was good enough at my work that thin shadows had not yet cost me an operation.

But Morra was fading. Or I was.

I pressed the pad of my thumb to the mark behind my left ear, the small raised scar in the shape of a crescent that had appeared the morning the Temple testers came. It was warm, as it had always been warm. The god's mark, present and permanent. But warmth was not presence. A hearthstone held warmth for hours after the fire died.

I did not know what happened to a Vessel when the god who had claimed her stopped answering.

I was fairly certain the Temple did not want me to find out from the outside.

Three dead Vessels in the east. An Ashborne named Cress, who had moved like silence made solid, found in her garrison quarters with no mark on her body and no shadow left in the room at all. No shadow. I had read that in the preliminary report three weeks ago and had not known what to do with it, so I had filed it in the place where I put things I could not yet name.

Outside, the capital settled into its late-night sounds. Somewhere in the city, a Legion barracks would be preparing a Commander's deployment kit. In three days I would ride east beside a man who commanded twelve soldiers and answered to the High Consul and would spend the entire journey wanting to know things I was not going to tell him.

I turned from the window and opened his file again.

I read it twice.

Then I closed it and told myself that was reconnaissance. Professional and nothing more.

The shadows in the corners of my room were still. Waiting, maybe. Or simply dark, the way dark had always been before I was seven years old and a god decided I was worth keeping.

I went to bed.

I did not sleep well.
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CAELEN

The High Consul's office smelled like cedar and old authority, which was either intentional or the accumulated result of thirty years of men making decisions in it that other men had to live with.

Probably both.

I had been in this room eleven times. I remembered each one. The Consul's desk was positioned so that visitors sat facing the window, which meant facing the light, which meant the Consul could read your face clearly while his remained in relative shadow. The first time I had sat in that chair I was twenty-three years old and being given command of a battalion in the Letharen border dispute. I had spent the entire meeting aware of the tactical disadvantage of my seating position and working to compensate for it.

The Consul had noticed me compensating and had smiled with the patience of a man who had watched a great many young officers figure out the chair.

That had been six years ago. I knew the chair now. I sat in it the way I sat in most things: straight, still, and with my face giving away only what I decided to give away.

"The eastern situation has developed," High Consul Varen said.

He was a compact man in his sixties with the kind of careful grooming that signaled a person who controlled what they could and did not waste energy on what they couldn't. His divine bloodline was civilian administration, the organizational gift that had made the empire function for five centuries. No war-sense, no shadow-walk, no god's mark behind his ear. What he had instead was the ability to hold the shape of an entire empire in his mind at once and find the single point where pressure would move it.

I had watched him do it. It was impressive and occasionally frightening.

"I've read the garrison reports," I said. "Three Vessels dead. The Hollowed Court."

"The Temple is formally designating it a Vessel-threat investigation." He set a document on the desk between us. Legion orders, my name on the header, the High Consul's seal at the bottom. "I am assigning the First Legion's involvement."

I looked at the document without picking it up. Twelve soldiers, listed by name. My best unit. Eastern deployment, open-ended timeline. Under the operational command section, a single line: Joint operation with Temple Vessel Division. Temple operative to be integrated under Commander Soldaryn's field authority.

I read that last part twice.

"A Temple operative," I said.

"An Ashborne assassin. One of their senior field agents." Varen's hands were folded on the desk in the particular way that meant the decision was already made and this conversation was informational rather than consultative. "Her name is in the attached materials."

Attached materials. As though the Temple had sent a supply requisition rather than a person.

"The First Legion doesn't operate jointly with Temple assassins," I said, which was diplomatic phrasing for Temple assassins are not soldiers and I am not running a joint operation with someone whose mission parameters I won't have access to.

Varen heard the diplomatic phrasing and the thing underneath it with equal clarity. "The nature of this situation warrants an integrated approach. Three dead Vessels indicates a threat with capabilities the Legion cannot fully assess without the Temple's intelligence. The Temple's operative cannot address the eastern provinces' security dimension without Legion support." He paused. "You will provide the latter. She will provide the former."

"What are her parameters?"

"Temple-restricted."

I looked at him.

"Caelen." He said my name the way he said it when he was being direct, which was a thing he did rarely enough that I paid attention when he did it. "I understand the operational concern. An unknown variable inside your unit's perimeter is a liability. I am asking you to accept that liability in service of a mission that matters." Another pause. "The Vessel deaths are not a local problem. If the Hollowed Court has the capability to systematically target bloodlines, the empire's stability framework is at risk. You understand what that means."

I understood what that meant. The empire ran on the divine bloodlines. Seven gifts, seven functions, the architecture that had held for five centuries. Remove enough of them and you were not talking about political instability. You were talking about structural collapse. Roads not maintained. Harvests failing. Borders dissolving. The kind of cascading failure that historians wrote about in the past tense because everyone who had lived through it was dead.

It was a compelling argument. It was also the kind of compelling argument that could be constructed to justify almost any operational decision, which was something I had noticed about compelling arguments in general and this Consul's in particular.

"When does she arrive?" I said.

"She is already in the capital. The briefing is the morning after tomorrow. You will meet her then." He pushed the orders another inch toward me. "The mission is real, Caelen. The threat is real. I need my best commander in the east."

I picked up the orders.

My adjutant, Pell, was waiting in the corridor outside with the expression he wore when he had already heard something and wanted to hear my version before deciding what to think about it.

Pell was thirty-four, built like a door that had learned patience, and had been with me since the Letharen border dispute. He was the best adjutant in the First Legion and possibly in the empire, and his primary gift was an ability to read the temperature of a room through a closed door.

"Temple operation," he said.

"Temple operation," I confirmed.

We walked. The Consul's residence was connected to the Legion administrative complex by a covered bridge that the architects had made deliberately narrow, another of the capital's many small exercises in positional power. I had long since decided to find it amusing rather than irritating.

"Joint or embedded?" Pell asked.

"Embedded. One operative, Temple-restricted parameters, operating under my field authority in name while the Temple does whatever the
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