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			To Philip, Kaitlyn, Caleb, and Makayla,

			May you each become a Follower of the Word.
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			First Snow, Day 16 
The Year of Freedom Twenty-Four 

			

			
			


			I now begin the second part of my account of the war in the north and the reign of the Shadonae. I first met the assassin Caleb Tala in the Temanin war camp just outside the White City. He had assassinated the high lord of the White City, Gaynor Celestis, weeks before, and now worked as an interrogator for the Temanin Army. During my captivity I found him to be a cruel, cold, heartless man. 

			I escaped from Caleb during the fifth night when the Eldaran, Rowen Mar (see my entries on the current Eldaran race), unleashed her truthsaying power on the Temanin Army. I know little of what happened to him during that time, other than that, in his own words, he met the Word and became a different man. 

			I met Caleb Tala again when, during my journey back to Thyra, I was captured, along with Rowen Mar, and sold as a slave to a Temanin noblewoman, Lady Meira. My duty was to serve her male guests. Caleb Tala came days later and I was sent to his room for his pleasure.

			I ran. 

			Caleb caught me outside the manor walls. He took me back to the manor, but instead of handing me over for my due punishment, he purchased my freedom from Lady Meira. This was my first glimpse of the man I would later learn was a Son of Truth.

			I was wary of Caleb during my time with him. He treated me with utmost propriety, but I could not forget his past deeds or his profession. He brought me to the city of Azar with the promise to find me passage back to Thyra. 

			It was at the Azar Palace that I learned Caleb’s true identity. We discovered a powerful and ancient Mordra (see my notes on the shadow-wraiths) disguised as a woman, who held sway over Corin Tala, Lord of the Temanin Empire. Something within Caleb led him to the Mordra. He banished her to the unseen world, but in doing so, incurred the wrath of his cousin Corin Tala. Caleb was exiled from Azar and Temanin, never to return.

			Caleb found me and we fled into the heart of Azar. There he revealed the Mark of the Word on his hand and who he really was: an Eldaran, with power over the shadows. A Guardian of Mankind. A Son of Truth. 

			The Word had provided another way of salvation for the people of Thyra. 

			Nierne, 

			Lands Historian

		


	
			

Chapter

1

		


			All of it, gone.

			Caleb staggered against the wall inside the dark back rooms of the tavern, the shock at last catching up to him. The air was hot and stuffy, but he welcomed the darkness. He needed a moment to gather himself before going back out to Nierne. 

			A couple chairs lined the wall across from him and a candle burned from one of the rooms down the hall. The sound of laughter drifted between the wooden beads separating the back rooms from the main tavern. It smelled like a tavern too: smoke, bodies, and a subtle hint of the wines Dena stored back here.

			Caleb leaned against the wall and lifted his right hand. The mark across his palm barely glowed now. As he watched, it faded until it looked like a patch of light skin, shades lighter than his own brown tones. So normal looking, so . . . inconsequential. Yet just over an hour ago he had pulled a blazing sword from his palm and fought with a monster he’d thought only lived in stories.

			Sands! He still saw Velyni in his mind . . . her beautiful body, her long dark hair, her sensuous lips. And the way her skin had peeled back, revealing what she really was: a shadow-like wraith. A Mordra, Nierne said. 

			Velyni almost killed him. If it hadn’t been for the Word’s power–

			He closed his hand into a fist and dropped it at his side. Enough. The battle was done. He had survived. But the fight . . . 

			Had cost him everything. 

			He leaned his head against the wall and closed his eyes. Everything he had worked for, everything dear to him, gone. He could still hear Corin’s voice and the crazed look on his face when he discovered Caleb had banished Velyni from the Lands. 

			“You are no longer a Tala. I strip you of your title, your family, and your wealth.” 

			No longer a Tala. No family. No money. No title. Everything he desired from life, now gone.

			All but a handful of gold coins in the pouch hanging around his neck and a little more hidden here in Dena’s tavern. Not enough to start a new life elsewhere. And he couldn’t go back to his family’s estate. He had to leave Temanin now, and never come back.

			Caleb released a soft moan and turned his face toward the wall. He pressed his forehead against the cold, rough stone. How ironic. He’d become the hunted. An exile with a death mark on his name.

			What would he do now?

			“Caleb Tala. What a pleasure to see you.”

			He started and looked up. 

			A woman stood to his left, an empty platter held against her hip. Her deep purple silk shirt opened low, and her long dark skirt hugged her hips, flowing to the floor in liquid waves. Black kohl lined her eyes and her lips were painted a deep red. Hoops hung from her earlobes, and a matching silver comb held back the rich, dark hair piled on top of her head.

			Caleb straightened. “Dena. You look . . . well.”

			She threw her head back and laughed, a deep throaty guffaw. “Always the flatterer.” She winked. “Been a while since you visited my humble tavern.”

			“It has.” The last time was a year ago, when he staked out Delshad’s estate. How much had changed since then?

			“So what can I do for you?”

			He blinked, bringing his mind back. “My usual room. Wait, no.” He shook his head. “I need another room as well. Just for tonight.”

			Her eyes widened. “Two rooms? Someone with you?”

			“Yes. No.” He rubbed the area just above his right eye with two fingertips. “I have a woman with me.”

			Dena raised one eyebrow. “And you need two rooms? That doesn’t sound like you.”

			He dropped his hand. “It’s complicated.”

			She laughed again. “It always is with you. All right then. Two rooms. I’ll put you both at the end of the hall. Anything else?”

			“Dinner. Brought to my room.”

			“Wine?”

			Caleb shook his head. He needed his mind clear, to be ready for anything. He waited for Dena to leave, but instead she stood there, studying him. Her smile ebbed, leaving behind a frown. “Something is going on, isn’t it?”

			He didn’t respond. 

			Dena nodded. “Yes, I can see it on your face.” He opened his mouth, but Dena held up a hand. “Come now, Caleb. We’ve known each other for years. I’d say I know you better than most, if anyone can know you.” Her dark eyes searched his. “I can see there is something wrong.”

			He sighed. She was right. If anyone knew him, it was Dena. He had spent years here in her tavern, using her place as a stakeout for his missions. A foul taste filled his mouth. Missions done for that monster, Velyni. He seldom talked to Dena when he came. He did his business and she made sure he was taken care of. Her concern now . . . touched him. Perhaps she would be willing to help. “You have no idea.”

			“Anything I can do?”

			Caleb hesitated. She might hand him over to the Keepers. Then again, she had watched his back before . . .”The Keepers are after me. If they come—”

			“I’ll keep them off your back. Not the first time I’ve done that for you.”

			He let out a long breath. “I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

			Her eyes went wide. “Caleb Tala, I’m shocked. Do you have a heart now?”

			A small smile crept across his lips. “Maybe.”

			Dena shook her head. “The world must be coming to an end. Now go.” She motioned to the doorway. “I’ll take care of everything. Dinner will be up shortly.”

			“Thank you, Dena.” He pulled his pouch from beneath his tunic. “Here, for everything.”

			Her lips turned up in a wry smile and she held out her hand. He placed two gold coins in her palm. Her fingers closed around the gold.

			If he could trust anyone, it would be Dena. If nothing else, she hated the Keepers and would thwart them out of spite. 

			Caleb cinched up the pouch and turned. Time to get back to Nierne. 

			He passed through the beads strung across the doorway, sending them clattering behind him. Nierne stood a couple feet away, her hood back. Brilliant red curls cascaded past her shoulders, a bright contrast to the dark room. He stared at her hair. How in the Lands could a woman who looked like Nierne be a scribe?

			A man stood next to her, a head taller, with sandy-colored hair and a stained tunic. He could only see the back of the man’s head, but it appeared he was talking with Nierne. 

			Caleb scowled and crossed his arms. “Who are you?”

			They turned. 

			Nierne looked at him, her jaw jutting out, her chin raised. She opened her mouth—

			“You!”

			Caleb turned toward the man . . . and froze. It couldn’t be. That night in Avonai came rushing back, a river of memories surging his mind: Stabbing the guard on the balcony, stepping into the dark room, the perfect flick of his wrist and watching the dagger hit Lord Gaynor just below the jaw. Killing the other guard. Then the guard from the balcony rising to his feet with such hatred that Caleb felt singed from across the room.

			As he felt it now.

			How had that guard lived? And how was he here, in Azar, in Dena’s tavern?

			The man reached inside his cloak.

			Caleb curled his fingers. He felt the dagger at his side and the one tucked inside his boot, but didn’t reach for either. Time to face his past, to atone for what he had done.

			The man drew out a long, slender sword. “You killed two good men.” His face was white, his eyes wide. “And you tried to kill me!”

			Nierne placed herself between them. “Wait, Captain Lore. You don’t understand—”

			Caleb stood still, his gaze dropping toward the sword. It quivered in the man’s hand. This Captain Lore was close to snapping.

			“You have no idea who this man is. Or what he has done!”

			Nierne held her hand up. “Yes, I do. But this is not the place to discuss that.” 

			Caleb stared at the back of her head. Wait. Nierne was defending him? Before he could think more on that, Lore stepped around Nierne, shoved him against the wall, and pressed his blade to his neck. Caleb stared into Lore’s strange green eyes and stilled. 

			He could get out of Lore’s hold. He could kill him. So easy. One second to grab his dagger and thrust it into that sweet spot, the same spot he had stabbed Lore months earlier.

			The blade trembled against his skin. Lore’s eyes widened and Caleb saw the bloodlust in his pupils. 

			Nierne pulled at Lore’s sleeve. “No! Captain Lore, this isn’t right!” 

			Caleb stared back, every muscle screaming for him to move, to grab his dagger.

			 Nierne yanked again. “Please, just listen to me.”

			Caleb let his breath ease out. No. He would not kill Lore. He would not defend himself.

			The beads across the doorway rattled behind him, followed by a loud clattering. “There will be no violence in my establishment!” Dena appeared beside Caleb, her gaze fixed on Lore. “Drop that sword or I will call the Keepers.”

			Lore blinked. His eyes lost their bloodlust. In fact, they dimmed from the bright green moments ago to a soft grey. He lowered his sword, but stood ready to strike. 

			Caleb reached up and touched the area where the blade had pressed. Lore watched him with narrowed eyes. There was a small nick in his skin, hardly noticeable. Was this how his victims had felt when he placed his dagger to their throats? His insides tightened at the thought.

			Nierne let go of Lore’s arm. “Come. We need to talk. All of us. Somewhere other than here. There is something you need to know.”

			Caleb frowned. He doubted Lore was ready to hear anything right now. “Nierne—”

			She held her hand up. Caleb shut his mouth and clenched his teeth.

			Lore hesitated and looked at him. Caleb let his face go blank. Up to him. 

			“Fine then.” Lore still gripped his sword. “Lead the way.”

			Caleb caught Nierne’s eye. “Our rooms are upstairs.” Hopefully they could trust the man.

			Nierne nodded and turned. Lore motioned for Caleb to follow her. 

			He clenched his jaw. So now he was supposed to just do what anyone told him? He drew another breath. If there was any hope of bridging the gap between himself and Lore, he needed to acquiesce on some points. He followed Nierne. 

			Dena’s customers watched them cross the room. She might not give Caleb to the Keepers, but the others in this room would. So much for not drawing attention.

			What bounty had Corin placed on him? Ten thousand gold? Fifteen thousand? Perhaps more. Caleb followed Nierne up the stairs. He’d never taken an assignment for less than ten thousand gold pieces, and considering how angry his cousin was, his bounty would be the highest ever.

			Nierne stopped at the top and turned back. “Which room?”

			Lore pointed. “Second door on the righ—” 

			“Last door on the left.” A dark sense of pleasure slid through Caleb when Nierne passed the door Lore had indicated. The hall was dim, with a single sconce lit halfway down. Sand scattered along the edge of the walls and a tattered, faded rug covered the stone floor. The smoke from below mixed with the warm air in the hallway, pressing against his face. 

			Nierne stopped at the end of the hall and stepped back. Caleb went to open the door when Lore’s sword swung down in front of him, stopping him cold. 

			“You don’t think I’ll go in there without first checking you for weapons, do you?” 

			Caleb stared at Lore, his fingers aching to grab his dagger. Already his hand was inching along his side. This Captain Lore might be good, but he was better—

			No. That was not the way to handle this.

			He fought down the burning anger. Nierne’s presence helped douse it even more. He didn’t want her to see him like that . . . like that kind of man. “All right, if that’s what it takes.” He slid his fingers past the dagger and reached for the buckle around his waist. He gave it a couple tugs, pulled it away from his side, and tossed it to the floor. Then he held up both arms. 

			Lore held the sword away and patted him down with his free hand. 

			Caleb looked away and concentrated on Nierne: her face half-hidden in the shadows of the hallway, a particular curl curving around her eye and lying against her cheek, her lips slightly parted as she watched Lore.

			“What’s in the pouch?”

			Huh? He looked down at the lump beneath his tunic. “Money and medicinal vials.”

			“Take it off.”

			Caleb lifted the cord from around his neck and handed the pouch to Lore. Lore looked inside, then tossed the pouch. He finished his pat down, finding the dagger in Caleb’s boot. 

			Caleb would never admit it to anyone, but Lore knew what he was doing. Then again, he was a captain, most likely of the guard, given that he was on duty the night Caleb killed Lord Gaynor.

			Lore stepped back, his sword trained on Caleb. “Now, open the door, but don’t go in.”

			Caleb did as he was told. The room was small. Burlap curtains covered the single window. A clay lamp had been lit and placed on the low table beside the pallet to the left. Cobwebs fluttered in the corners along the ceiling.

			Lore picked up Caleb’s daggers and pouch and entered the room. Nierne followed. Caleb waited in the hallway. Their voices drifted out. Something about one sleeping pallet. He saw Nierne shake her head and restrained a smile. 

			So . . . that’s what the conversation was about. 

			Nierne walked back out. “You can come in now.”

			He raised one eyebrow, but didn’t say anything. 

			Nierne crossed the room and stood beside the pallet. Lore stood by the wall, his sword still drawn. Caleb shut the door behind him and folded his arms.

			“All right, I came.” Lore looked from Nierne to Caleb. “Now I want to know what is going on. What in all the Lands are you doing with him?” He pointed at Caleb. “Are you his slave or not?”

			“Caleb is not the man you once knew, Captain.”

			“Explain.” 

			All right, fine. Caleb took a step forward.

			Lore raised his sword. “Don’t move unless I say you can.”

			Caleb ground his teeth and raised his hands. “We don’t have much time. You probably gave me away. The Azar Keepers could be here any moment.”

			“What do I care . . .” Lore stared at Caleb’s right hand. 

			“So you can see it too.” Nierne studied Caleb’s palm as well. “I just found out myself.”

			Lore’s mouth opened and closed, his eyes as wide as two gold coins. “Impossible.”

			The man had no idea. “Yes.” Caleb lowered his hand. “I am an Eldaran.” He watched emotions flit across Lore’s face–moving as fast as if he were flipping through a book—until a hard look won out.

			“That doesn’t change anything.”

			“But it might.” The pieces fell together. Lore was here in Temanin because of that woman with the glowing hand . . . the woman Caleb had met up north, near the White City. And if she was the Eldaran woman, then odds were good that she was the Truthsayer Velyni mentioned. Yes . . . the more he considered it, the more he sensed it was so. “I know what happened to another Eldaran. The one called the Truthsayer.”

			Lore froze—and his eyes went wide. 

			Jackpot.

		


	
			

Chapter

2

		


			“I know where the Truthsayer has been taken.”

			Lore gave a small shudder. “You know . . . you know where Rowen is?”

			So that was her name, the woman with the glowing hand. But she was a different kind of Eldaran. A Truthsayer, whatever that was. Not like him.

			Lore took a step back, his shoulders sagging. This Rowen was important to Lore. Maybe even important enough to spare his life, for a little while.

			“But I don’t understand.” Lore looked at him again. “How can you be an Eldaran? With everything you’ve done?”

			Ah yes, the question everyone was asking him tonight. Caleb almost laughed. Being an Eldaran had nothing to do with his past actions, thank the Word. “My mother was an Eldaran.”

			“Your . . . mother?”

			He didn’t like Lore’s tone of voice. “Yes, I had one. Even killers have mothers.” Nierne cringed. Hold it, sarcasm won’t help here.

			Lore turned away from him and looked at Nierne. “What about you? Is that why you’re here with him? You trust him?”

			Nierne glanced at him. Suddenly, with all his heart, he wanted Nierne to trust him, to believe him. Please, Nierne. 

			“I know the kind of man Caleb Tala was. I was captured during the siege on the White City.” Her eyes flickered. “I was his captive. I heard what he was and saw with my own eyes his violent nature.”

			Lore cocked his head and folded his arms. “And yet you are here, with him?”

			Nierne sat down on the sleeping pallet and sighed. “Yes, I am.” She clasped her hands together and placed them on her knees. “Caleb is different now. Aren was right; I was sold as a slave. I tried to run away, but was caught. It was Caleb who saved me. He purchased my freedom. But I still didn’t trust him. Not really. Until he showed me his hand.” 

			Lore’s lips formed a long, thin line. “And you trust him now?”

			Nierne looked up at Caleb. His heart rapped hard against his ribcage. He studied her face, looking for her answer. 

			She looked away. 

			Oh Word . . . 

			“Yes. Yes I do.” 

			Caleb blinked. Had he heard her right?

			“Captain Lore, you have no idea how much this man has changed. He is a new man now. He follows the Word. But it took me all this time to realize that.” 

			Caleb let out his breath. She trusted him. Her words burned through his mind the same way wine burned down his throat and warmed his belly. The corner of his lip lifted into a half smile. 

			Lore leaned back against the wall. “So you know where Rowen is? How?”

			“Velyni, my cousin’s consort, told me.”

			“Velyni?” Lore frowned. “Wait, I know this Velyni. I met her. She’s the one who took Rowen. But how do you know she took Rowen?”

			“I fought her. She wasn’t human. She was a shadow, a—” Caleb looked at Nierne for confirmation, “—a Mordra.”

			Nierne nodded, her face tightening at the word. He understood her fear. He had only faced one. He couldn’t imagine what Nierne had seen in Thyra. She had spoken little of it so far.

			Lore held up his hand. “Wait. You fought her? But you just said she was a shadow. How?”

			Caleb rubbed his face. Long, long story. “I can feel these beings, these Mordra. That is my gift. I found Velyni inside the palace, inside my cousin’s rooms. And I used . . . my mark . . . to banish her.” He wasn’t about to say he drew a sword from his palm. Lore already didn’t trust him. He didn’t need Lore thinking he was crazy too.

			“And she told you where Rowen is?”

			“She told me about a Truthsayer. That she had sent the Truthsayer to Thyra, to her master. Rowen is a Truthsayer, right?”

			“Yes.” Lore seemed distracted. 

			Caleb studied Lore. The man was a couple inches taller than him and broader in the shoulders. Probably a couple years older too, judging from the thin lines across his face and the sprinkling of grey in his hair. But despite his age, Caleb had seen Lore in action and knew the man was still in top physical form. He could be an asset on their trip to Thyra. That is, if Lore didn’t try to kill him first. 

			But was it worth the risk? Should he help Lore?

			Caleb knew his answer. Sands, he was going soft.

			He cleared his throat. “I am not asking you to trust me now. But I would like to invite you to travel with Nierne and me to Thyra.” Lore just stared at him. Not the best reaction, but Caleb pressed on. “I’m guessing Rowen was sent by ship, which means she will travel around Hont and up the western coast. That will take weeks. And they already have a head start. But I know a faster way: through the Great Desert.”

			Nierne’s head shot up. “The Great Desert? Don’t most people die trying to cross that?”

			Lore opened his mouth—

			Something crashed downstairs. 

			Caleb spun and placed his hand on the door, his muscles tense. It could just be a bar brawl. He slid his hand down toward the handle. His fingers touched the metal when the tip of a blade pressed through his tunic and poked his side.

			“What do you think you are doing?”

			Caleb closed his eyes. Stay calm. “I was going to see what that crash was.” And see if the Keepers had been alerted to his presence here. 

			“I will.”

			“But if there are Keepers down there, I will know how to spot them.” Caleb glanced back. “I know this tavern. I know who to look for.” The blade still pressed against his side. He snarled. “Look, if you’re going to trust me, now is the time to start, or we might as well break up this little party. Your choice.”

			A small growl emanated from Lore. But the blade moved away from his side. “Go, then. Check and see what is going on downstairs.”

			Caleb gave a curt nod. He opened the door and made his way along the dark hallway, scarcely making a sound. Voices rose and fell downstairs and the laughing from a half hour ago was gone. 

			He crept halfway down the stairs and stopped. He peeked around the corner and down the rest of the stairs into the main room. The men and women sitting at the nearest tables were still, their gazes turned toward the door. He ducked his head so he could see past the ceiling and saw three men by the door across the room. One was an overweight costumer, his tunic soiled and his hair sticking up like little black spikes across his head. He was talking to two tall, lean men dressed in black. A yellow sash hung sideways across their chests. Large, curved swords hung at their sides.

			Caleb hissed softly. Of all the nine shades . . . Azar Keepers. It didn’t take them long to find him. Had the fat patron alerted them? Or did Corin know him better than he thought? Well, Corin didn’t know all his secrets . . . 

			The fat man pointed at the stairs, still talking. Both Keepers turned their gaze. Caleb swore and backed away. 

			The wooden beads across the doorway to the back rooms rattled, then Dena’s voice rang out. “What are you doing in my tavern?” 

			Caleb headed back up the stairs. 

			“You have no business here . . .”

			Dena was buying him time. He sprinted down the hall to the room where Lore and Nierne were and burst into the room. 

			Lore raised his sword in his direction. Caleb waved him off. “The Keepers are here. We need to go.” He crossed the room and shoved the curtains open. Lore and Nierne pounded him with questions, but he ignored them. He needed to find a way out of here, before the Keepers arrived.

			Pale moonlight streamed down across the city, giving faint light to the alley outside. A cart stood below, filled with something dark and lumpy. By the faint smell of it, manure. Well, it would cushion their fall.

			“All right.” Caleb turned and pointed at Nierne. “You first.”

			She crossed her arms “I don’t think you heard a single w—”

			“Nope.” Caleb grabbed her hand and pulled her to the window. 

			“Wait, what are you doing?”

			“Tossing you out the window.”

			“But is it safe? I can’t see anything. It’s too dark.”

			“It’s fine. I just checked.” He placed his hands on her waist. “Up and out. Now.”

			She placed her hands on the windowsill and paused.

			“I can hear them coming.” Lore spoke from behind them. 

			Caleb’s lips pressed tight. “Nierne, I will not let you be caught by the Keepers.”

			She looked back at him, her face a couple inches from his. Her eyes were dark and full.

			“Jump. Now.” Caleb gave her a little nudge.

			Nierne maneuvered her way out the window. 

			 “Bend your knees, let the motion carry you if you need to.” Caleb moved his hands to her back.

			She took a deep breath and nodded. 

			The door busted open behind him. Caleb gave her a hard shove and watched her fall. She landed in the cart below. He heard her gasp and say something that sounded like “crackers.” 

			He turned and faced the two Keepers in the doorway. 

		


	
			

Chapter

3

		


			“Caleb Tala.” The taller Keeper stepped forward. His face had a hawkish appearance, his nose long and narrow like a beak, his eyes black and glittering in the shadow of the doorway. “By order of the Temanin Empire, you are under arrest.”

			Caleb reached for his dagger—

			Sands! Lore took them! 

			Out of the corner of his eye he saw Lore raise his blade. Both Keepers turned toward Lore.

			“You are not our target.” The taller Keeper drew his long curved sword. “So I will give you a chance to leave, foreigner. But if you aid this man”—he nodded at Caleb—“then we will arrest you as well. Which will it be?”

			Lore stared back, his face like stone. He lowered his sword. 

			Caleb snarled. That’s what he got for letting Lore take his weapons. He would never have let someone disarm him in the past. So much for building a bridge of trust.

			Should he tackle Lore, take his sword, and fight? Or should he shove Lore at the Keepers and jump?

			His eyes darted between Lore and the Keepers. 

			With a flick, Lore tossed something into the air. “Caleb, catch!” 

			His dagger flew across the room.

			The Keepers rushed inside.

			The dagger stuck in the wall beside him. Caleb pulled it out and dropped into position, his right hand and foot forward. “Don’t kill them!” The words left his mouth before he could think on them.

			Lore nodded and brought his sword up, catching the hawkish Keeper’s blade with his own.

			The other Keeper faced Caleb. His face was more round, and his eyes were a light shade of brown. Not a pure Temanin. There was fear in his eyes, too. The man must be a new Keeper. 

			Advantage number one.

			Caleb rocked on his feet, waiting. He rarely used a dagger in a head on fight. He didn’t have to. Only twice had his victims ever turned and tried to fight him during an assassination. They didn’t live long afterward. 

			His fingers readied for the fight. It was all about the fingers, not the wrist. The stab, not the slash. A thrust, a couple twists, and the damage, hardly noticeable to a healer, would kill anyone.

			He would have to be careful if he didn’t want to kill the Keeper. And move fast. He wouldn’t last long in a sword fight.

			The Keeper swung. 

			Caleb caught the blade with his dagger and twisted the sword away. He stepped into the open space and with his palm open, hit the Keeper in the chest, using his momentum to feed the blow. 

			The man flew back and hit the wall beside the doorway. Caleb went for the sword, but the Keeper was faster. He swung at Caleb’s legs. 

			Caleb jumped back.

			The Keeper used that moment to come back to his feet. 

			Caleb cursed and readied himself again. He would feint this time, then go for the blow.

			The Keeper closed the space between them. If the man were smart, he would know his weapon was superior in this situation. That arrogance might give Caleb the opening he needed.

			The Keeper thrust again. Caleb dodged, bending to avoid the blow. The man smiled and swung again. 

			Caleb jumped back, his dagger still held forward. The wall was no more than a couple inches behind him. Better end this fight, or he might not live through it.

			The man swung. The blade cut through his tunic and scraped his skin. Caleb ignored the sting and went for the man’s shoulder. 

			The man brought his sword up to block. 

			There.

			Caleb dropped down, passing the man’s midsection and striking just above the knee. He gave the dagger a hard twist, then twisted again. 

			The Keeper cried out. He dropped his sword and fell to the ground, clutching his knee. 

			Caleb leaped back and looked to his right. Lore stood a couple feet away, his arm wrapped around the other Keeper’s neck, his sword nearby. The Keeper sagged and his eyes rolled up. Lore let go. The Keeper dropped to the ground and lay still.

			“He’ll live.” Lore moved away from the Keeper and picked up his sword. “But his head will feel like horses have trampled all over it.” 

			“He’ll live as well.” Caleb nodded toward the other man who was clutching his knee. Blood covered the man’s hands. Blood. Hands. Would he ever change?

			At least I didn’t kill him.

			Still, disgust filled his belly as he turned toward Lore. “Let’s go before more arrive.”

			Lore nodded and headed toward the window.

			The Keeper with the wounded knee tried to get up, then slid back to the floor with a moan as Lore jumped out the window. Caleb hoped he hadn’t maimed the man for good. He grabbed his other daggers and the pouch Lore had thrown to the ground. They would need the gold and medicinal vials if they kept finding themselves in fights. 

			He gripped the sill and looked out the window. Lore had already landed in the wagon and didn’t sound too pleased. 

			Caleb shook his head and scrambled through the opening. 

			The wind rushed through his hair and he was sure he’d left his stomach up in the window. A moment later he landed on a dark mound, his feet sinking into dung. 

			He lifted one foot, then the other and made his way out of the wagon. The rancid smell of manure wafted around him. He jumped out the back and hurried across the street to the dark alley where Lore and Nierne were waiting. 

			He joined them and wiped his hands on his pants. “Nasty stuff. But at least it was soft.”

			Nierne stared at him. “You knew what was in that wagon? And you had us jump into it?”

			Caleb looked up. “Yes. Couldn’t you smell it?”

			“No.”

			“Not until I jumped,” Lore said. 

			Caleb looked back at the wagon. Neither of them had noticed? Was his Eldaran blood enhancing his senses? Or was it just his assassin instincts?

			Nierne sniffed and grimaced. “What about the Keepers?” 

			Caleb turned around. “Down, but not dead.”

			“I’m sure they’ll have no problem finding us when they wake up.” Lore wiped his hands. 

			Nierne nodded. “We definitely reek.”

			“Well, at least we had something to land in.” The tension in the air was like dry tinder ready to combust. Time to move on. “We need to get out of the city. Now.”

			Lore waved at Caleb. “Then by all means, lead the way.”

			His jaw locked. “Fine.” Caleb turned and started down the alley. Lore might have helped them escape the Keepers, but he wasn’t fully on their side. Not yet.

			Caleb led Lore and Nierne down dark streets, crisscrossing through alleys and dipping under walkways. He avoided the lamplight as much as possible, making his way to the western gate. Half of him was tempted to just leave Lore behind. He didn’t need the oh-so-righteous guard. 

			However, Lore needed him. 

			Caleb sighed. Love others. Protect others. Never did he think “others” would include the captain of the man he had murdered months ago. What if the other hated you?

			The answer was clear . . . 

			Love anyway.

			•••

			An hour into their trek across the city, the long ride from yesterday and his fight with Velyni caught up to Caleb. His lungs felt like he had run for days, sweat and dung mingled along his skin, and his muscles were tightening up. 

			“Caleb, wait,” Lore said behind him.

			Animosity filled his veins. Caleb stopped and spun around. “What?”

			In the shadows he saw Nierne sag against the wall, her head lolling to the side. He had forgotten about her. She had traveled as far as he had, but she did not have the stamina he did. He should have stopped hours ago.

			“We need to rest. Nierne is exhausted.” Lore placed a hand around Nierne’s waist and pulled her to his side. Her head fell across his shoulder. 

			A fireball erupted inside Caleb, consuming him until all he could see was red. He wanted to pull Lore away from Nierne and dump the man on the ground.

			He breathed slowly through his nose and the jealousy faded, replaced with a bone-draining fatigue. “We can rest for a couple minutes. But morning is almost here and we are near the gates. I want to push on until we are out of the city, then we can rest.” He looked at Nierne. “Can you make it?”

			She nodded and staggered back up. “Yes.” 

			Lore kept his hand on her waist. Caleb drew his lips into a thin line. Get your filthy hands—

			Caleb spun around. “Let’s go.”

			“But—” 

			Caleb ignored Lore and started back down the alley. Red streaks spread across the sky above, and the darkness faded. One by one, the lamps were put out. After a couple more blocks, they reached the western gate. It was smaller than the main eastern gate, but taller than the surrounding two-story buildings. Already a crowd was forming at its base, waiting for the gates to open. Another crowd would be outside waiting to get in. Perfect time to leave. 

			Caleb stopped beside a booth. Blue and white striped canvas hung above the stall. Clay pots lined the wooden counter, ranging from the size of his fist to a large melon. He could hear someone inside the booth. 

			A gatehouse stood about fifty feet away, next to the gate. A man stood beside it, dressed in black with a yellow sash across his chest. A long, curved blade hung at his side. His gaze moved back and forth across the crowd.

			Caleb moved back into the shadows. He turned and faced Nierne and Lore. “Nierne, put your hood on.” Nierne nodded and reached for her hood. They didn’t need to attract any unwanted attention. And her hair would do just that.

			Lore folded his arms. “What’s the plan? If I were the captain of these Keepers, I would have a man stationed at every gate, checking the crowds.”

			“Yes, and I already spotted our man, the one dressed in black next to the gate.”

			Lore leaned over and looked. “Yes, I see him.”

			“Here’s what we’re going to do. You two will join the crowd out there waiting for the gates to open. Act like you belong here. Don’t stare at the Keeper, don’t make eye contact. Shuffle your feet, like these people are doing. And Lore, if you can cover your head, do so.”

			“What about you?” Nierne angled a look at Caleb while Lore untied the white scarf wrapped around his middle and brought it up to his head.

			“The Keepers are searching for me, not for you two. I will find another way.” 

			Lore finished wrapping the scarf around his head until all that could be seen of him were his eyes. 

			Caleb nodded, impressed. “You wrap your head like the nomadic tribes of the Great Desert. Who taught you to do that?”

			Lore paused, his eyes fixed on Caleb. “My contact here in Temanin. But I’m afraid I cannot give you his name. I gave him my word I would keep his identity a secret.”

			Caleb’s mind filtered through all the information brokers he knew, curious who Lore had worked with. 

			Nierne frowned. “I don’t like us splitting up.”

			“Don’t worry about me. I know how to blend in with a crowd.” Caleb glanced past Nierne and watched the Keeper. “He will never know I was here. You two will make your way through the gate when it opens.” He brought his gaze back. “I will meet you on the other side.”

			“But what if you’re captured?”

			The concern on her face caught Caleb by surprise. When was the last time someone had been concerned about him? Corin had cared about him getting the job done and not being caught. Ailis had cared about what their relationship gave her. “Then I will have to deal with that. I don’t want you involved if that happens. That is why we are splitting up. If I’m caught, you and Lore will need to head to the coast and find a ship to Thyra.”

			The sky brightened and the haze of morning dissipated overhead. Far off, the long, low tones of horns sounded. Caleb glanced back at the gate. “It is time. The gates will be opening any moment.” He turned and looked at Lore. “Take care of her. There is a road sign posted not too far from the gates near the dunes. I will meet you there.”

			“And if you don’t show up?” Lore said.

			Caleb paused. “If the sun is high in the sky and I haven’t reached you by then, leave. It means I’ve been caught.”

			The horns blew again.

			Lore gave him a curt nod. “All right. Meet at the sign.” He glanced between Nierne and Caleb. “May the Word watch over us.”

			That was new.

			Lore and Nierne left the shadows of the alley. Caleb watched them. They joined the ever-growing throng pressing toward the gates. The gates eased open. Another Keeper stepped out from the gatehouse and joined the first Keeper. Both men moved their heads back and forth, searching the crowds. 

			Now it was time for him to play his part. 

			Caleb turned around and headed back down the alley. Years ago he learned that people’s prejudices and assumptions were his greatest ploy. The Keepers would be expecting someone who looked like a young, arrogant nobleman. He would become someone else.

			He went back a block to where a clothesline hung. A couple tunics, brown pants, and robes still dangled from the line. Good. No one had come out yet to retrieve the clothing. 

			He chose a long faded brown robe and a light colored scarf. He pulled out his pouch and took a copper coin and tied it inside one of the other robes. With luck, the owner would find the money ample recompense for the missing clothing.

			Caleb hurried to a dark corner where two buildings buttressed up against each other. He pulled the robe on over his dark clothing. Then he took the scarf and wrapped one end around his head, the other end across his face, and tied the corners of both just above his right ear. All that could be seen were his eyes. But that still would not be enough. He needed to become someone different than Caleb Tala.

			At least he smelled different. The scent of dung still clung to his hands and boots. That would help. He looked around, but the corner was empty. He would have to improvise when he reached the gates. 

			Caleb left the alley and walked along the street, his body bent forward. After a couple blocks, he reached the western gates. People were still making their way in and out, a congestion of humanity. The two Keepers stationed by the wall twisted their heads back and forth. 

			Nearby, booths opened for the day. The closest one had fresh dates set out in ceramic bowls. Caleb pulled another coin out and handed it to the merchant behind the wooden counter and pointed to the dates. 

			“Do you have something to carry them in?”

			Caleb shook his head. The man reached down behind his counter and retrieved a square of cloth. “That’ll be an extra copper.”

			Caleb fished out the coin and handed it to the merchant. The merchant measured out the dates and tied them up in the cloth. Caleb took the package and tucked it inside his robe. 

			He headed back to the side street and watched the crowd. A smile slowly formed across his lips. If he kept his head down, he could probably pass without them seeing him. But just to be safe . . . He watched the crowd for a family he could join or a wagon he could follow. 

			Ten minutes went by. Then fifteen. He could wait all day; he had the patience. But Nierne and Lore were wait—

			Someone bumped into him. Caleb caught himself and turned. The man was dressed all in black, his dark hair wavy and thick. He was almost as tall as Caleb, his face full of aristocratic arrogance. A dark skinned Hont stood behind him, dressed in a short white tunic, exposing the man’s muscular calves and arms. Probably his bodyguard.

			“Watch it, you —” The man finished with a foul word related to a dog. 

			Caleb turned his gaze downward and bobbed his head in abject submission, all the while laughing inside. The nobleman had no idea who he was addressing. Or how he was going to help Caleb escape Azar. 

			A wagon came rumbling along just as one of the Keepers gave a shout. Caleb fought the grin tugging at his lips. He left the man and, like a sand viper crossing the sand, smoothly made his way through the crowd, over to the wagon, keeping his head down. 

			The Keepers shouted again. From the corner of his eye he watched them part the crowd and make their way over to the nobleman. The wagon kept right on rolling, Caleb with it. He placed a hand on its side, his whole demeanor projecting the image that he and the wagon belonged together. 

			The nobleman shouted behind him. The Keepers shouted back. Caleb could not make out the words, but he could well imagine the scene in his mind: the nobleman threatening the Keepers, the Keepers threatening back. 

			They approached the gates. People pressed in close, bumping into him. Caleb kept his head down and watched his step, his hand still on the wagon, letting it guide him through the gate. The driver didn’t seem to notice the extra passenger attached. He passed under the shadow left by the archway. A moment later, and he was outside the gates. Now free, the crowd scattered like a river bursting from a dam. 

			The wagon angled south. Caleb let go and kept going west. Sand kicked up by the throng of travelers flew into the air, creating a whirlwind of dust. He pulled the lower half of his scarf closer to his mouth and nose and moved on. 

			Heat waves shimmered above the brown hills that surrounded Azar. The sky was a pale blue with not a cloud in sight. Tufts of brown grass and dry, brittle bushes covered the landscape. A hare darted out from one of the bushes and bounded away.

			The heat of the desert slowly seeped into his clothing. It felt good now, but by mid-afternoon? Unbearable. He could handle it, but what about Nierne? She would need more than the cloak he had provided for her. That pale skin of hers would burn in the hot desert sun.

			Down the road, he spotted a caravan near the signpost he’d said he would meet Lore and Nierne at. A single tree grew a couple feet away. Beneath the tree were camels laden with heavy bags and bright blankets draped over their backs. Nearby were men dressed in long robes and headscarves. A couple women were filling waterskins at the well and three children ran around. 

			Caleb squinted against the sun. Where were Lore and Nierne? 

			He continued along the road and approached the caravan. The men looked up and nodded to him. He nodded back. He walked past the tree and camels. 

			Lore and Nierne stood about twenty feet away, both with their heads covered. They seemed to be in deep conversation. Slowly he drew near.

			“You hate him, don’t you?” 

			Nierne’s voice. 

			Caleb stopped beside the last camel. They hadn’t spotted him yet. Probably thought he was part of the caravan.

			Lore looked down, then toward the hills. “I watched Caleb kill the lord I had loved and served since I was a young man. I watched my lord bleed out on the floor, and I could do nothing about it. I have killed before, to protect others. But only as a last resort, and with regret. What Caleb did was different. He is a murderer. I cannot forgive him for that.”

			Caleb stood as if chiseled from stone. He had never viewed himself through the eyes of another. It hurt. No wonder they hated him, distrusted him.

			“I understand.” It was Nierne’s turn to look away. “I also watched a man I loved killed.” 

			She did? Caleb stared at her. He had never thought about Nierne loving a man before. Weren’t scribes above such things?

			Apparently not.

			So who was the man she had loved? How had he died? At least he hadn’t killed the man, or at least he hoped he hadn’t.

			Lore looked Caleb’s way, but didn’t seem to notice him. The camel slowly chewed its cud beside him. Nierne rubbed her forehead with the tips of two fingers. 

			Would they want him if he were just traveling with them? If they didn’t need him to reach Thyra? He had always been needed before. But now?

			Caleb scowled. He wasn’t one to dwell on morose thoughts and he wouldn’t start now. There were things to do, and a long trip ahead of them across the Great Desert. Who cared if they liked him? He had a job to do.

			He left the side of the camel and approached Nierne and Lore. They turned and recognition dawned on their faces. He did not let any emotion show. But deep inside, in a place he had kept locked up for years, he knew the truth . . . 

			He cared. 

			He cared if they liked him.

			“You made it.” Relief laced Nierne’s voice.

			“Yes. It wasn’t that difficult.”

			“Still, I wasn’t sure . . .” 

			She’d been concerned. About him. Something deep inside warmed. “We have a long trip ahead of us.” Caleb pointed down the road. “There are some ruins nearby where we can rest tonight. A river runs by it, so we can also wash up and drink.”

			Lore nodded. “Sounds good.” He started down the road. Nierne followed. Caleb took a couple steps, then stopped. He looked back. Azar stood tall and glorious, with people flowing in and out of the gates. Black banners bearing the head of the wolf fluttered in the wind along the walls. 

			A small ache opened up inside him. He would never see Azar again. He would never walk along the halls of his family’s palace, or stand on the balcony on a hot summer’s night, or hear the horns welcome those outside the gates each morning. He was an exile now. 

			He would never come home.
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			Rowen lay in the dark bowels of the ship, curled up on the floor, her hands bound behind her by iron manacles. The metal bands dug into her wrists and rubbed the skin raw until it was healed by her Eldaran power. For weeks she endured this cycle, over and over until blood was permanently crusted around her hand.

			The air around her was stale and cold, and filled with the scent of ship life: a cross between sweat, urine, and salt. Her hair, long since fallen out of its usual braid, lay in a matted mess around her face and across the floor. Slips of light shone between the wooden boards above, leaving patches of light across the ground. Shadows passed, followed by the clap of boots. 

			She ignored the activity on the top deck. Instead, she stared at the shadows inside the hold where the ship’s cargo was stored: crates and boxes stacked on one another and tied to the sides of the ship. It was the same view she’d had for the last few weeks, chained here like an animal to the bottom of the ship.

			An ocean swell rocked the ship. Rowen brought her knees in toward her chest. A shout went up on the deck above. She turned and looked up. Bits of dirt fell between the cracks and across her face. She blinked and shook her head, then looked again. Sailors ran across the boards. More shouts.

			Strange. Usually there was very little activity. Something stirred inside her. She lifted her head and watched the sailors move above her. One called out, “Land ho!”

			Land. The word brought a rush of life. Land meant sun and sky and firm ground. Rowen struggled until she was sitting upright. She shifted across the floor, the chain from her manacles clattering behind her. She reached the side of the ship and leaned against it. 

			The sun. She closed her eyes. She had missed the sun the most down in this filthy place. Soon she would be able to stand and move around. She would no longer be at sea, and no more sickness—

			Her stomach plummeted and a cold sphere filled her chest. Rowen sat back and opened her eyes. 

			She would finally meet the Shadonae.

			Visions of pale men in long, dark robes filled her mind. Beings with the power to kill with just a touch of their hand. Beings the entire world feared.

			The cold sphere expanded. Word, what can I do against such men? I have no weapon, no power that can stop such people. I can only show the truth. 

			No voice answered her. Only the harsh patter of boots overhead and someone yelling for a rope. 

			For one heartbeat she imagined disembarking from the ship and making a run for it. Across the pier onto the beach, and then away. Let someone else save the world. Someone stronger, more powerful than she.

			The image died. Rowen stared again at the shadows across the hold of the ship. No. No running. No hiding. When she first agreed to come with Nierne back to Thyra, she knew, deep inside, it was her destiny to meet these Shadonae. This was her long, dark road . . . 

			And it was time to meet its end. Once her confrontation with the Shadonae was over, she would be free. Free to be with Lore.

			Rowen lay her head down. Hope mingled with the coldness inside her chest. She missed Lore. He was her closest friend and more. Lore was a part of her, her bondmate.

			His face filled her mind: The way his hair would fall on either side of his temples, the bits of grey amongst the sand colored strands. His eyes a strange green blue. His hands, strong and calloused from the sword. The first time he touched her. And the first time they kissed.

			The ship shifted. Rowen blinked and sat up. Sailors ran back and forth along the deck above, calling out instructions. 

			She listened, then let her truthsaying senses spread out for the first time since Velyni took her back in Azar. She briefly touched the sailors’ consciousness. Some were excited. Others were uneasy. Most were simply relieved that they had arrived. She drew back in and waited.

			Minutes later, a small orb of light appeared in the darkness. A sailor walked amongst the crates, making his way through the hold, holding small lamp out in front of him. He bypassed the cargo and made his way to Rowen.

			He stopped just past the last crate, a couple feet from where she lay. He stared at Rowen, his eyes just as dark as his hair. He was not the sailor who had been taking care of her all these weeks, bringing her food and releasing her from the manacles for use of the bucket.

			He held the lamp out above her head. His gaze was now focused on the spot just below her chin, a look of disgust on his face.

			She knew what he was staring at: the scar that ran along her neck. Unlike the other scars she bore from her healings, this one was repulsive, encompassing the entire right side of her neck up to her jaw. The scar was an ugly red and distorted her skin so that it looked more like the leather hide of a reptile than a woman’s soft, smooth look. Marred enough to evoke revulsion in most people. 

			Rowen stared back, daring him to say something. She’d learned her lesson. Showing weakness only invited cruelty. Not that any of them came close even before that. They feared her power more than they enjoyed teasing her. 

			“Turn around.” 

			Rowen did as he commanded. She was more than ready to leave this ship. The light moved behind her and the lamp came to rest on the floor to her left. He shoved something on her right hand, tugging it over her fingers and securing it around her wrist just below the manacles. “Don’t even think about taking the glove off.”

			“I won’t.”

			He snorted behind her and worked on her manacles. The sailor had no idea how many times she had thought about using her mark. Sitting in the dark, she would find herself imagining what it would be like to free herself by using her power, to make others fear her—really fear her—and leave her alone.

			But the sobering reality of what that would make her brought her back. She was no monster. And she never wanted to be one. The Word did not give her this power to hurt others, no matter how much they hurt her. However, the temptation never left. It sat in the back of her mind, taunting her, promising her freedom if she would only give in.

			The manacles dropped from her wrists. Before she could bring her hands around, rope replaced the manacles, tightening around her wrists. Not even a moment of freedom. Rowen clenched her hand. The sailor must have seen it because he scooted away from her as fast as he could and pulled on the rope, whipping her around. 

			Rowen slammed down on her knees. 

			He grabbed the lamp, keeping as much distance between him and her as possible. He gave the rope a tug. “Get up. Time to go.”

			She struggled to her feet, her legs wobbly. She took a step toward the side of the ship and fell against the wall. The man gave another tug. She ignored him, testing her leg muscles, stretching them until confident she could walk. 

			The sailor glared at her. What was he going to do? Carry her out? The thought made the corner of her lip twitch. He’d rather clean out her bucket ten times than touch her. 

			She took one step forward. Her legs held up. She took another, then another. The sailor turned and led the way across the lower hold. As they passed the first set of crates, a large, black rat scurried between the boxes. Neither she nor the sailor reacted. In another life, the creature would have startled her. But after weeks spent inside the bowels of the ship, she had grown used to the vermin, unafraid to lash out at them if they got too close.

			A square of light appeared ahead. Narrow, rickety stairs led to the top deck. The sailor went first, the rope tightening as he made his way up. Rowen hurried behind him, almost tripping on the first stair. Halfway up, her legs began to shake and sweat broke out along her face. 

			She reached the top, panting. A faint, cool breeze brushed her face and her whole body sighed. Sweet, salty air filled her lungs to bursting. At last! 

			The sky above was a dull blue, almost grey. The canvas sails were closed and tied; the masts naked and bare like an oak tree in the winter. She stepped onto the deck. Coils of rope and barrels were lined up along the railing. Two sailors stood by the main mast, a couple more on the upper deck. Dark blue water spread out on three sides of the ship. 

			To her right stood the captain, his dark, wide-brimmed hat pulled low over his head, leaving only his dark eyes and lower face visible. The white feather tucked inside his brim fluttered in the breeze. He stood beside a gap in the railing, like a guard on duty beside the gates of a city. 

			Past the captain and the railing were hundreds of piers and walkways, a crisscross of wooden docks spanning the length of the coast as far as the eye could see. Ships as large as houses down to dinghies fit for one were tied to the docks. Broken crates and tipped-over barrels lined the wooden planks. Dark green water lapped gently below. Gulls flew overhead, following the wind, gliding through the air and rising on the gusts.

			Beyond the docks, ships, and weathered shops stood the walls of a large city. Thyra. The ancient city of wisdom. 

			Though not quite as large as the desert city Azar, Thyra was still bigger than the White City. The outer walls stretched for miles in either direction. Two archways led from the piers into the city. Neither set of gates were closed.

			 Inside the walls were thousands of white buildings, with columns and orange-tiled roofs. Tall, thick trees grew between the buildings and along the streets. Most of the trees were bare, with only a handful of colorful leaves still clinging to their branches. 

			One building caught her eye. In the middle of the city, rising high above any other, was a tower that looked like a thick white column, with windows encompassing the very top. The conical roof looked to be made of gold and for a moment she could imagine how it would shimmer in the sunlight. But under this grey, drab sky, it looked more tarnished than beautiful.

			The wind pulled at her clothing and hair, and held a trace scent of salt and fish. Rowen stood still, watching, listening. A shadow passed over her heart. 

			Something felt . . . off. 

			The walkways were empty. So were the ships, archways, and the streets inside the city. Not a person in sight. A city this size should have been bustling with activity. Instead it was quiet, save for the waves and the few birds. 

			Rowen shivered. Out of the corner of her eye she noticed the sailor next to her shift uncomfortably and mumble, “Not natural.” 

			The captain held up his hand and slashed the air. “Quiet, men.” 

			Silence fell across the ship.

			Rowen looked back at the piers. 

			A figure emerged through one of the archways. It was a man, tall and lanky, with short dark hair and simple clothing. As he passed beneath the archway, the street behind him faded, then came back into focus as if a fog had passed behind him. 

			Rowen frowned, staring at the spot as the man continued along the dock. 

			He passed two other piers before turning and heading down the one where the ship was docked. No one spoke. He disappeared along the side of the ship, the only sound the clop, clop of his boots. The man emerged again, walking up the plank that led to the ship’s deck. 

			The captain held up his hand. “Are you the herald from the tower?”

			The man stepped onto the deck. Instead of answering, he looked around, his gaze lingering a moment longer on Rowen. He did not react to her scar, not like the sailors or the captain. Rather, he seemed to stare through her, as if she weren’t there. A chill ran down her spine. The sailors shifted again around her, their gazes on the deck or out on the ocean, not on the man before them. 

			Rowen stared harder. He looked like a man, talked like a man. So what was wrong with him? She watched his eyes. They never moved, never blinked. The chill spread throughout her body. 

			He turned toward the captain. “We have been waiting for you.”

			The captain folded his arms. “The journey took a day longer than I expected. The winds were not cooperative. Not something I have control over.”

			The man ignored the captain. Instead, he looked at Rowen again. Her truthsaying power tingled, but she did not sense anything from the man. He stared at her, his lips never moving, his body unnaturally still. 

			“Well”—the captain dropped his hands and cleared his throat—“if it’s all the same to you, my men and I would like to be paid and on our way. Thyra seems to be lacking, er, accommodations right now.”

			That was an understatement. Thyra seemed to be lacking everything. Mainly life. 

			The herald turned back to the captain. “Yes. Your payment. I will send you your payment once I have the woman.”

			The captain’s face turned dark. “How do I know you’re not going to double-cross me?”

			“You don’t.” 

			Rowen expected the herald to shrug, but he stood motionless. 

			“However, it would not be a wise business move for my masters not to give you what you are due. You and your men will be paid, but there will be no exchange until I have the woman off the ship.”

			The captain worked his jaw, his eyes narrowing as he stared at the herald. His men waited, glancing between the captain and the herald. What promises had been made to the captain and his crew? What had they been offered that they would sail all the way to Thyra?

			And what was wrong with that man?

			“All right, then.” The captain turned and motioned to the sailor beside Rowen. “Give her to him.”

			The sailor gripped her arm and shoved her toward the walkway. The herald looked at her, his eyes never moving. Her heart beat against her ribcage. Death dwelt here, not life.

			And yet this is where the Word had led her. She had been called to Thyra, she couldn’t back out now. She was too far down the dark path. The only way out was the light at the end. The light the Word had promised. 

			Rowen fixed her thoughts on that light. Don’t look at the herald, don’t look at the empty city. Adrenaline washed over her, leaving a trail of tingling nerves. 

			“Follow me.” The herald turned and stepped onto the plank that led down to the dock. Rowen hesitated. The sailor holding the rope to which she was tied shrugged and dropped it. The other sailors murmured quietly amongst themselves. She could feel their fear now. It overpowered every other feeling they’d had over the last hour. There was no way they were going to escort her off this ship.

			Their fear melded with hers. She didn’t want to go either. She looked at the walkway ahead and took a step. And another. It took all her willpower to walk across the deck. 

			The men watched her. 

			Rowen lifted her chin and swallowed her heart back into her chest. She placed a foot on the plank. It was a narrow piece of wood, hardly the width of both her feet. Taking a deep breath, she made her way down it. 

			The herald stood on the dock, his blank stare fixed on her. Don’t
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