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Chapter 1
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The first thing to come back to Veyra was pain.

It was not the pain of a blade or a fire. She knew both well enough to tell them apart in the dark. This was patient. Thousands of cold needles had been set into her bones and left there to grow while she hung unable to move, and every one of them had taken root.

The second thing was a human voice.

"If this is actually a gemstone, I'm giving up monster hunting."

A man. Young. Much too close.

"Not right away, obviously. I still owe the innkeeper for three nights, and I have to replace Marden's donkey. But after that? Retired."

Veyra tried to open her eyes. The darkness lay across her lids like a wet cloth and would not lift. She tried her fingers next and learned that she had fingers, which was something. Beyond that, nothing would move. Something circled her wrists and ankles and held her upright. She reached for the weight of chain and found none. There was only the sense of being held, the way a stone is held by the ground around it.

So she sent her awareness out of her body, the way she had done ten thousand times, feeling for a shadow she could command.

Nothing answered.

She tried again, more carefully, as one tries a door that has always opened. The room beyond her skin was there. She could feel its cold, and the spread of its walls. But the dark in it did not turn toward her. It lay where it was, and she was the one who was shut out.

For the first time in longer than she could count, she was afraid. She did not decide to be. It simply arrived and sat in her chest, and she stared at it with the part of her mind that was still her own, and found it very ugly.

She counted instead. Her pulse first, since that was something she could still reach: slow, slower than any living thing's had a right to be, with a pause between beats long enough to fit a question into. The man kept talking while she counted, an unbroken grumble about debts and innkeepers and the price of lamp oil, and she lost her place twice and began again from one, and the second time she understood that she had no way to tell how many times she had already done this.

Then iron struck the thing in front of her face, and the sound ran straight through her teeth.

"Sorry," said the voice. "That was for the stone. I wasn't talking to whoever might be buried in there."

The second blow put a white crack through the dark. A thin seam of yellow light swung back and forth beyond it, and with the light came the smell of rancid lamp oil, mildewed air, and the sweat of a man who had been working hard and was a little afraid of where he was.

A hand touched her forehead.

Not his. An older touch, from somewhere else. Iron-gloved fingers, cold even through the metal, pressed against her skin. She could not see the face above the hand. She could hear a voice breaking on its own sentence.

Don't let me, 

The third blow broke the world.

Veyra fell with a rain of black crystal. Her knees struck stone. Air poured into her lungs so roughly that she coughed, doubled over, and felt something dry and gritty leave her mouth. She spat. The dust glittered silver on the floor.

When she looked up, a young man was standing over her with a crowbar raised in both hands.

He could not have been much past twenty. The stubble along his jaw had not yet decided what it wanted to be. Brown hair stuck to his forehead in damp strands, and his leather coat had been patched so many times that it was more patch than coat, each square a slightly different brown, and one of his boots was held shut with a strip of cord that had once, unmistakably, hung in someone's window. The lantern in his left hand had swung wide on its handle and was dripping oil onto the floor.

He looked at her.

She looked at the crowbar.

"Oh," he said.

Veyra stood. It took longer than it should have. Her legs argued the whole way up, and a gray, tilting haze crossed her sight and went away again. She was aware of her own clothes without looking at them: black cloth gone stiff with age, and along the cuffs and collar the faint raised ghosts of stitching, where silver thread had been and no longer was.

The young man had lowered the crowbar a hand's width. His eyes had gone up to her head and stayed there. Horns. She had been braced for the look and was almost disappointed to see how quickly he pulled his gaze back down, as if he had been caught staring at someone's limp.

"Good news, ma'am," he said. His voice cracked on the second word. "You're not buried alive anymore."

She took him by the throat and put him into the nearest pillar.

Stone cracked behind his back. The lantern jumped in his hand and spilled more oil, and he made a short noise that sounded less like a man than like a rusted door being forced. His fingers scrabbled at her wrist. They were rough fingers, scarred across the knuckles, and stronger than she expected for how little they were accomplishing.

"Where is Serak?"

He pointed at his own throat.

She loosened one finger.

"Don't know," he wheezed. "Don't know who that is. If it's a gravekeeper, I can explain."

"Who sent you?"

"Nobody."

"You're lying."

"I got lost! The stairs up top fell in, and I found a door, and I thought, " He stopped to cough. "I thought someone might have left something in here. People do. That's not a crime. It's barely a crime."

It was a bad lie, which made her wonder if it was a lie at all. Liars she had known were smooth, or they were stupid in a different way. This one sounded like a man making up an excuse and a man telling the truth at the same time, and finding both equally embarrassing.

He brought his knee up, trying to catch her in the stomach. It was a terrible attempt. She saw it begin from the moment his weight shifted, and it was slow enough to be an insult. She turned her hip, pinned his shoulder flat against the stone, and leaned.

Her own throat closed.

It was sudden and complete, a grip she could not see, and pain went off in her left shoulder where she had done nothing to herself. Not a touch. Not an open wound. Pressure, exactly as hard and exactly as placed as the pressure she was putting on the man in front of her.

She let go.

They both staggered. He slid down the pillar to his knees with a hand clamped to his neck, dragging in air in long, ugly pulls. She stood with her lungs burning and looked at her palm.

Under the pale skin ran a thread of gold. It was as fine as a hair. It crossed her palm, passed over the pulse at her wrist, and slid out of sight into the arm.

The same line was glowing in his hand.

No.

She pulled her left arm toward her. He hissed through his teeth at the same instant, as if a hook had tightened behind his ribs and been yanked.

"Don't do that," he said hoarsely. "Whatever that is. Don't."

Veyra crouched in front of him. He flinched, which she noted and found reasonable.

"Give me your hand."

"After the welcome I just got, I think we should take this slower."

She took it anyway.

A long cut ran across the palm, still bleeding, with flecks of black crystal caught along its edges. He had put the crowbar through the prison and the prison had put its edge through him. She turned his hand over and saw where the blood had dripped from his fingertips and run across the floor, into a groove cut in a perfect ring around the shattered cradle where the crystal had hung.

Veyra knew that groove. She had seen its like. It was the closing channel of a seal.

The idiot had not merely smashed the crystal. He had opened it with living blood.

"Your name."

He hesitated. "Why?"

"I'd like to know what to call the disaster I'm dealing with."

A pause. Then, as if giving a stranger his address: "Daren. Daren Voss."

She pressed her thumb into the wound.

Daren yelped. A small, bright ache bloomed in her own palm, and she noticed how little it was. A fraction of what he felt. She released him, picked up a shard of crystal with an edge like a razor, and drew it across her forearm.

The skin opened. Red welled in the cut.

Daren grabbed at his arm, the unhurt one. He looked at it, then at hers.

She watched her blood stop. The edges of the cut drew together by themselves and left a pale line, then a fainter one, then nothing at all.

He had gone the color of tallow. "Right," he said. "That's definitely not a sign of good health."

She did not answer. She recognized the work now, though not all of it. A soul anchor. Two lives stitched with a single thread, so that one could not leave its vessel without dragging another life out with it. In her day the people who made them had usually been sentenced to death.

She had carried out some of those sentences herself.

"Listen to me, you porridge-brained human. If you hurt yourself badly enough, I'll feel it."

Daren swallowed. "The other way too?"

"Unfortunately."

"So when you were choking me, that, "

"Don't enjoy the explanation."

"I'm not enjoying it," he said. "I'm trying to understand who I'm allowed to be afraid of. You or me." He tried a laugh. It came out as a cough, and he put the hand with the cut against his chest and looked at it with open distrust, as if it had been replaced while he wasn't watching.

She did not answer. She was working through a sum, and he must have watched the sum cross her face, because the hand he was nursing went still.

"You're thinking about it," he said.

"Yes."

"Could you not do it where I can see?"

It would be easy. A knock of his head against the stone, a thumb in the right place. And then she would learn whether the thread carried death the way it carried a bruise, whether the one holding the other end was dragged along or merely hurt. She would learn it the only way it could be learned, and she would have only one chance to be right about the answer. She did not intend to spend her first hour of freedom on an experiment she could run once.

"Not today," she said.

"That's, " He considered it. "That's not as comforting as you probably think it is."

"It wasn't meant to comfort you."

"Then it's working."

He set the lantern down on a fallen block, because his hand had begun to shake around the handle, and she watched him arrange his face so she would not notice. She noticed. She let him think she hadn't. It was a small kindness and she did not examine why she had offered it.

She stood before he could say anything else.

The room was round. Eight pillars held up the ceiling, their surfaces knotted with pale roots that had pushed through the stone and hung down like old hair. In the center, above a hollow in the floor, a broken iron arch showed where the crystal had been. Shards of it were scattered across the stones, and a few still gave off a faint, uneven ringing, like glassware in a house after a door has slammed.

There were no windows. A single stair climbed along the far wall. At the top of it, a stone door stood open the width of a man's shoulders.

She had seen this place lit with a hundred blue flames.

Or she had dreamed it.

She could not tell which, and the not-knowing was worse than any pain in her bones.

"How long?" she said.

"Since what?"

"Since the War of the Ashen Crown."

Daren stared at her. "That's a question for a priest or a history teacher. I got thrown out of school before we reached any of the wars with nice names."

She lifted a hand. He closed his mouth.

"But," he added quickly, because he was apparently someone who could not stop himself, "this is under the ruins of Ordel. Ordel came down nine hundred years ago. About. People say the buildings under it are older still."

Nine hundred years.

She did not believe him. Not out of any wish to think him a liar, but because the number was too large to enter her head in one piece. She looked at the roots that had pushed through the walls instead. They were as thick as a man's thigh in places. Nobody grew roots like that in a season. Nobody grew them in a hundred years.

"The towers," she said. "On the hill above this place. The white ones."

"What towers?" He looked honestly puzzled. "There's a wall. Part of a wall. And a lot of goats. I had to go through a goat pen to reach the stairs, and one of them tried to eat my map."

She said nothing. She had climbed those towers. She had counted their windows once, out of boredom, in the middle of a council she was supposed to be attending, and she knew the count had mattered to her at the time. She could not remember the number.

Her last memory of Ordel was of white towers, silver bells, and a girl on a rooftop throwing a rotten apple at a tax collector's guard. She could not recall the girl's face.

She remembered laughing.

The silence inside her was so wide that the sound of dripping water somewhere beyond the stair seemed to come from another person's life.

"The writing on the gate," Daren said, more quietly now. He had stopped looking at her horns. He seemed to have noticed that she was not looking at him either. "It says this place was closed in the seventh year of the Sun's Reign. And it's the year ten eighteen now."

"Say it exactly. The way it was written."

He told her. He got the wording wrong in two places and corrected himself without being asked, which she found more convincing than a perfect recital would have been. A man inventing an inscription would not have gone back to fix it.

A thousand and eleven years.

The anger came in to replace the emptiness. It was warm, and familiar, and she nearly welcomed it.

Serak.

The name was whole. She held it in her mind the way you hold the handle of a knife.

"Who rules here?"

"In this district? The town council, if you ask the council. The tax collector, if you ask anyone with sense."

"The king."

"There's no king. There hasn't been since my great-grandfather's day. Before he was born, maybe."

The world had rotted and shed its skin without waiting for her.

She walked toward the pillar nearest her, where the lantern light fell short and the shadow gathered thick along the base. Behind her, Daren shifted his weight, and the golden thread gave a small, warning tug at her wrist. She did not look back. He stayed where he was.

She held out two fingers to the dark.

It stirred.

It answered this time, but slowly, like an animal that had been struck awake. She drew it up into a single thread, thin as the line on her palm.

Something slashed at her memory.

She smelled warm bread, so clearly she tasted salt on her tongue. A window. A rainy morning. Someone in another room calling her name, with the lazy impatience of a person who is certain they will be answered.

Then it was gone.

Veyra stopped with her hand still lifted.

She went through her mind quickly, the way a soldier counts a pack after a river crossing. Serak's name: there. The weight of the iron glove on her forehead: there. The white towers, the silver bells, the girl with the apple. The bread had been there a breath ago, and the window, and the rain. She still knew that there had been a voice.

She could not tell whether it had belonged to a man or a woman.

Along the base of her forefinger, a black crack the length of a fingernail opened and showed pale beneath.

She closed her hand over it before Daren could see.

Her body could mend a scratch. That much she had just proven. But the prison had left something deeper in her than a stiff joint or a bruise, and she needed to learn how deep before she called on power again.

"Your hand," Daren said.

"What about it?"

He looked at her fist, and then at her face, and she watched him decide something. It might have been I should ask. It might have been I should not. He chose the second, and it made her trust him less, because it meant he had seen more than he was willing to say.

"Nothing," he said. "It's a good hand."

From the hole behind the shattered cradle, something knocked.

Three times. Slow, and deliberate.

Daren raised the lantern. "That wasn't me."

"Your powers of observation are remarkable."

A fourth knock answered from beneath the floor.
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The fifth knock came from inside the nearest pillar.

Veyra watched the stone. Nothing showed on its surface, but the pale roots wound around it had begun to move, slowly, the way a sleeper's fingers move before the rest of him wakes. One of them drew itself out of a crack in the masonry and hung in the lantern light, dripping.

She walked to the hole behind the shattered cradle. A black gap yawned at the bottom of the hollow, the width of a coffin lid, where the crystal had sat over it for a thousand years like a cork. The air coming out of it smelled of bad teeth and damp cloth kept too long in a drawer.

On the lip of the gap, a finger crept up into the light.

It had too many joints.

Daren backed away until his shoulder blades met a pillar. "I'd like to bring something up," he said, "before this gets worse."

"Be quiet."

"The door's closing."

She turned her head.

At the top of the stair the stone door was coming down. It moved without a sound, a hand's width and then another, and as it moved the grooves in the floor began to light, one after another, red, running outward from the hollow and around the room like veins filling with blood.

She knew what this was. Any prison built to hold something of her kind would carry a second purpose folded inside the first, and she had built enough of them herself. A seal that broke from the inside was supposed to become a tomb for whatever it had held and whatever stood close when it broke. Whoever made this place had never meant for anything to walk out afterward.

That included her.

Daren ran.

He snatched up the lantern from the block where he had left it and sprinted for the stairs, boots slapping, the curtain cord trailing from his heel. "One of us has to get through before it shuts! You're faster, but I'm closer, and if I, "

"Don't, "

She did not finish the warning.

A root came out of the floor and took his ankle. He fell flat, and the lantern skidded from his fingers and rolled to a stop against the lip of the hollow, miraculously upright. A dull pain struck Veyra's knee, not a wound, just the weight of the fall arriving at the other end of the thread. It was enough to make her stumble.

A head rose from the gap.

It had no eyes. Its skin lay in thin layers, like wet parchment peeled and left to dry in sheets, and its mouth had been sewn shut with black wire. Where the ribs stood open under the sternum, something gray pulsed in a sac.

She knew the smell.

A soul-collector. They were bred beneath battlefields to take what the dying left behind, and in her day they had never grown larger than a hunting dog. This one had to bend its spine to get its shoulders through the stone. Something had been feeding it for a thousand years.

The thought chilled her temper into something very clear.

The creature drew itself out. Along the inside of its forearm, faces had been pressed into the flesh. Small flat human faces, mouths opening and closing without sound.

Daren, from the floor, saw them and stopped trying to reach the stairs.

"That," he whispered, "isn't in my handbook."

She took the crowbar from where he had dropped it and drove the end into the root around his ankle.

The root screamed.

It was not the sound of green wood splitting. It was a woman's voice, grown and full, cut short in the middle of a word. Daren scrabbled backward on his elbows, white to the lips.

"Up," Veyra said.

He got up.

The collector tilted its head. The wire across its mouth drew taut, and from between the stitches came a voice, soft and perfectly clear, a woman's.

"Daren?"

His whole body locked.

She heard his breathing change before she saw his face, and when she saw it she wished she hadn't.

"Don't answer."

"Daren. Why did it take you so long?"

His hand hung in the air with nothing in it. The collector did not move closer. The faces on its arm drew themselves tight, waiting.

"Mum?"

Veyra slapped him.

A small, stinging heat flared across her own cheek. Daren staggered, more startled than hurt, and she saw him come back into his eyes.

"Your mother doesn't live in a soul drain."

"That's her voice."

"That is exactly why you don't answer it."

One by one, the wires across the collector's mouth began to part.

She pulled Daren sideways as a white tongue shot out, as long as a man and thin as a whip. It split the pillar where his head had been. Chips of stone sprayed across the room and one of them laid open Daren's temple.

Warm blood ran down Veyra's cheek, where she had no wound.

She gritted her teeth. The shallow cut crossed over to her as a faint sting. The heavier hurts of the last hour, the grip on his throat and the fall onto the stairs, had come through almost whole, and she turned the thought over without liking it. If the thing's tongue went through his heart, her years might not be enough to protect her from what followed. She disliked that word. Might. She had spent ten centuries without needing it.

"Stay behind me. If it calls to you, don't speak."

Daren nodded. He did not seem able to do anything more.

She put out her right hand. Her shadow stood up from the floor and drew itself tight into a curved blade, and a long haft formed in her palm, its cold running up past the elbow.

The scythe was unfinished. Parts of the blade were hollow, and black smoke dripped from its edges. But when she swung it, the collector drew back.

Good. She could still make something afraid.

She cut its arm off at the elbow before the tongue could strike again. The limb dropped and immediately began dragging itself across the floor toward the hollow. The faces on its skin all opened their mouths.

The room filled with weeping.

Daren clapped his hands over his ears. Veyra almost did the same. The sound found something behind her eyes and went in.

A field covered with bodies.

Her own hands, red to the wrist.

Look at me, not them, someone said.

The collector hit her.

She struck a pillar and for a moment could not breathe at all. Across the chamber, Daren folded in half around his ribs, and she felt the blow fall twice, once on her side and once on his. The scythe broke into smoke. Black cracks ran from her fingertips to the wrist.

She reached for the window.

The rain, the bread, the voice from the other room. She felt for the place where she had left them and found a hole with a shape she could still recognize, the way you recognize a missing tooth with your tongue. She knew what it was the shape of. She could not recall what had filled it.

The collector began to grow a new arm.

Of course. She had cut borrowed flesh, not the vessel where the souls were kept. Any other day she would have opened its whole chest with shadow and crushed the sac inside. Any other day she would not have needed to ask herself what she might lose from her head afterward.

"The boxes!" Daren shouted.

He had an arm up, pointing into the alcove under the stairs. Three stone chests stood in a row, each connected to a red groove on the floor.

"There was a picture near the door when I came in! A person puts something in the chest, and the door opens!"

"Why are you telling me now?"

"I was busy! Being strangled! And then hearing my mother come out of a monster!"

She looked at the chest lids. Carved into one was a hand letting go of a small circle.

Return vessels. The prison had not been fully sealed. Whoever kept watch had needed to go in and feed this thing, and then come out again without being eaten. They had put the weight of souls back into a chest to unlock the way out.

The gray sac in the creature's chest throbbed.

She looked at the crowbar, at the oil spilled across the floor, at the pale roots gripping the stone.

She did not need greater power. She needed the man to stop panicking for a few breaths.

"Daren."

He turned at once.

"Can you throw a lantern without dropping it on your own head?"

"That's a very specific question."

"Can you?"

"Yes."

"When I say, throw it into the hollow. Then open the box on the left."

He looked at the route he would have to cross. The collector stood between him and the stairs.

"What are you going to do?"

"Make it sorry it woke up."

She picked up the crowbar and struck the end against the floor.

The collector's head turned toward the noise.

She struck again and backed away a step, then another, drawing it from the stairs. The faces on its arm trembled. The mouth shaped an old man's voice now, begging someone to open the door.

Daren bit down on the collar of his coat.

It was a poor way to stay quiet, but it worked.

When the collector lunged, Veyra dropped beneath its arm and hooked the crowbar into the gap between its ribs. The creature's weight dragged her sliding across the stone. Her shoulder slipped from its socket with a wet click.

Daren made a muffled sound into his coat.

She kept her grip. With her other hand she reached for one thread of shadow and wrapped it around the creature's leg. Just one. A new crack opened along her thumb.

She did not wait to learn what it had cost.

"Now!"

The lantern flew in an awkward arc and burst at the edge of the hollow. Fire took the spilled oil. The pale roots writhed and tightened away from the heat, and the collector's foot snagged among them. It jerked, trying to pull back from the flames, and her shadow held it for the space of a breath.

A breath was enough.

She threw her full weight on the bar and turned it.

The ribs came open.

A cold smell hit her face, carrying the whispers of dozens. The gray sac swelled in its cradle like a lung about to burst.

She reached in.

Something inside the sac took hold of her fingers.

Small fingers. She felt them pressing back against the membrane from the inside. Her old instinct told her to squeeze. A soul was strength, and she was so hungry that her jaw had begun to shake.

Behind her, a stone lid slammed back against the wall.

"It's open!" Daren shouted.

She tore the sac out of its place.

The collector screamed with all the voices it had ever taken.

She ran for the stairs, bent over her ruined shoulder. The shadow that had held its leg snapped, and the white tongue shot out again. Daren kicked the lid of the box upright in front of himself like a shield. The tongue pierced the stone. The tip stopped a hand's width from his face.

Veyra dropped the sac into the box and brought the lid down on it.

The room went quiet.

The fire sank. The red grooves turned white.

Behind them the collector folded in on itself. Its skin slid off, then its bones, until all that remained was a heap of damp dust and black wire.

From inside the box came one long breath.

Then the door at the top of the stair began to lift.

Daren sat down where he stood.

Veyra leaned against the wall and waited for her shoulder to find its place. The setting was a long, nasty process. Daren shut his eyes and took part of the pain without saying a word about it.

When it eased he opened them again.

"I'm not going to retire," he said quietly. "I'm going to change careers. Without a ceremony."

She nearly snorted.

Nearly.

She looked at her hands. The black cracks were fading. She still had Serak's name, and the fall of the crystal, and every piece of stupidity Daren had produced since they met. But next to the memory of the window there was another void now, and she did not know what had stood in it.

That was what bothered her most.

Daren tore the lining out of his coat and bound his palm. When he finished he held out the remaining strip.

"Your temple."

"Your blood."

"Oh." He touched his face and shifted the cloth to his own cut.

She watched and did not help.

"Do you know what you opened?"

He shook his head. "I was looking for grave silver. A merchant pays for it. The stairs up there gave way when I stepped on them, and I found this door."

"And decided to hit the most dangerous thing in it."

"The most valuable thing," he corrected, without much conviction.

He seemed ready to add a defense. He glanced at the heap of dust on the floor and let it go.

"What's your name?"

She considered not answering.

Then she imagined the next thousand years of being called ma'am by this boy's mouth.

"Veyra Noctis."

Daren repeated it. He said it carefully, and without any sign of recognition.

For some reason that hurt more than being feared.

He stood up first, but his initial step pulled his face tight. He looked down at the ankle the root had caught. A purple bracelet was already rising around it.

Veyra felt a faint throb in the same place on her own leg.

"Can you walk?"

"If I can't, will you carry me?"

"I'll find a plank to drag you on."

"I can walk."

He climbed three steps and paused. Air came down from above, night air, smelling of rain and leaves. Veyra lifted her face to it. One part of her wanted to run, to shove the man aside and break everything still standing between herself and the sky.

But the golden thread pulsed at her wrist.

Her freedom ended at a lame hunter who could not keep his lantern in one piece.

"Don't go far," she said.

Daren turned, and a small hope showed in his face, and she hated it at once.

"Not because I want company. I don't know what happens if this is pulled too far."

"How far is too far?"

"You're welcome to find out. I'll keep a record of your screaming."

He came down one step.

For the moment, the experiment was not necessary.

Veyra went to the box where she had shut the sac. She laid
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