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THE GREAT CROSSING

[image: L]ong ago, before the gods walked among us, we were the No’Amatsi people. The people of shared love, of Thread-family. We lived in the northernmost stretches of the Fareastern continent until war chased us from our home.

We traveled west, following the Moon Mother, whose Threads were great ribbons of color across the sky. First she led us away from the war. Then she led us into the one place no humans dared to tread: the Sleeping Lands.

It is a vast expanse of snow where magic waits so thick in the air that those who go in, do not come out the same—assuming they come out at all. And although we, the No’Amatsis, did come out alive, we were markedly changed. The cold leeched all color from our faces; the magic turned our eyes golden and green.

When we finally left the Sleeping Lands and entered this new world, the people there did not welcome us. We had crossed the uncrossable. But much more alarming was the fact that we had magic.

In those days, only the gods had magic.

Those gods, however, did not fear us as their children did. Instead, they welcomed us. There was Owl, who watched over the creatures and plants of the Witchlands. Swallow, who controlled the seasons and the storms. Comet Bright, who gave us fire (but who sometimes lost their temper and spread it over the land). Old Uncle who protected the rivers and seas—if he could be bothered to wake up from his nap. Then Wicked Cousin, whose domain was the dead and the deadly.

And lastly of course, there was Trickster, who delighted in mischief and thrived off of chaos.

Soon enough, the No’Amatsis became the favorite of all the gods. They were fascinated by our Thread magic—so different from how magic worked in the Witchlands. But that favor only made the locals hate us more. They wanted to know why we, people from afar, were more favored than they? Why were we more beloved than they who had worked and toiled for an eternity to please their gods?

Then one day, the unthinkable happened: the gods turned on Moon Mother, led by the one who’d always claimed he loved her most.

Trickster.

After that, magic flowed through the earth into everyone. Each soul in the Witchlands received the power which previously had been only divine. Some received more than others; hierarchies formed; the powerful dominated those with less; and war spread across the Witchlands.

Worst of all, a shadowy sickness began to appear—oily and thick. Fast and violent. “Cleaving” it was called, for it seemed to sever a soul directly from its body, too fast for anyone to stop. And too fast for anyone to escape, for when one person cleaved, many more were likely to join them.

To no one’s surprise, the No’Amatsis were the ones blamed for the transformation across the Witchlands. Before you came, the world was not like this! You are the reason we cleave and suffer and die! And so our people withdrew from the world that had briefly been our own. Hunted again. Chased away by war. Except this time, we had no Moon Mother to guide us. No new continent toward which we could flee. So we hid ourselves in the forests and the mountains, behind morning glories and bear claws, and we waited for a time when the gods might one day walk among us again.

And when our Blessed Moon Mother might return, her Threads blazing forgotten colors across the sky, beacons for her children to follow home.
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PART 1

Initiate
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Kullen,

I hope the Goddess releases you from your sleep soon—and I hope there are enough pieces of you still inside to understand why this diary is lying on the ice before you.

Do you remember me? Do you remember everything we went through? How I found you in the mountain, no name, no memory? How I found you again in Nubrevna, and we lived for a time like nothing could hurt us . . .

But the inevitable caught up to us; your Paladin soul couldn’t be ignored forever; and the Raider King forced you to his side. At least until Merik lured you into this sleeping ice, at the cost of himself in the ice beside you.

He has awoken again, though.

You have not.

Like before, I don’t know what these pages will show you. I only know what I’ve written and what I hope the words reveal. Then you can make the right choice when the sleeping ice releases you.

I have gone deep into the Sightwitch Sister Convent—all the way into the lowest levels of the Crypts—searching for explanations of what has happened to you. Surely, in all of those thousands upon thousands of Memory Records, there is someone who has experienced what you’re going through. Why has Bastien’s soul taken over yours?

I don’t think this is a possession, in which souls are bound to bodies not their own. Because you are Bastien—or rather, you carry the same reincarnated soul of the Air Paladin that Bastien did. This is what all Paladins experience: they reincarnate again and again, each new iteration able to remember the past lives that came before. When Paladins reach a certain age, something in their lives will “trigger” all the memories to awaken.

We went through your trigger together, do you remember? When we were trying to escape the mountain a year ago, and you discovered the blade and glass.

But remembering the past lives is not the same as becoming the past lives.

I will keep searching, Kullen, and I will find an answer.

Also, I must warn you: the blade and glass are no longer inside the mountain. Stacia Sotar and Admiral Kahina of the Red Sails have them in their possession. They are both Paladins, and they have both gone to the Raider King’s banner.

I begged Stix not to. I begged her to see that the Raider King will destroy the Witchlands, but she disagreed. Something about him has convinced her he knows what is best for our future.

Who is right? Who is wrong? Who will bring terror to the Witchlands? Who will save us from it? I will keep searching for clues in the Sightwitch Crypts. I am the only Sightwitch Sister left, so if I can’t crack this puzzle, then who will?

At least I’m no longer alone. The Rook found me today, swooping into the Convent as if he’d never left me a year ago. I cried at the sight of him. And I will cry even more at the sight of you, when you find me again.

If you do awaken and find this letter—if you are Kullen and not Bastien’s eternal fury—then come to me in the Crypts. I have drawn you a map so you can find your way through the mountain. And I will have the Rook keep bringing these messages to your tomb.

I love you.

—Ryber






ONE
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[image: P]rince Merik Nihar could not get his footing on the ice inside this mountain. It reached for Merik with frozen claws, just as it reached for the storm hound pup at his side.

Merik dodged and dove. He’d come to this tomb to trick Kullen into the frozen, hungry ice. It had worked, and Kullen was still there.

Merik no longer was.

Nor was this storm hound—a blighted storm hound—whom he’d only just been told that he must raise. Told by two little girls who found him in the ice, no less, because somehow that made sense.

The hound yelped and galloped beside him. Aurora, he’d named her five minutes ago, because five minutes ago, a new dawn had seemed very symbolic. Poetic, even. Then the ice had decided to kill them both, and now here they were at the highest level of an enormous nautilus-shaped tomb of ice, both trying not to die.

“Watch out!” Merik shouted as ice launched down from the ceiling, but the puppy didn’t understand. The ice pierced her left wing and pinned her to the cavern floor. Aurora screamed.

Merik blasted out his magic. His winds cracked against the ice, freeing her wing—but it was like throwing chum in the water, and now the sharks were coming. The ice sensed his power. It surged at him with double the force. It crunched over his feet like shackles.

Merik punched out more winds, shattering the ice. Then he swept air beneath him and grabbed hold of himself and Aurora. Awkward, frantic winds, but enough to launch them upward . . . before toppling them off the path and into the open core of this spiraling ice.

Merik fell, Aurora fell. And Merik felt as if he were trapped inside a frozen seashell as countless curving floors blurred past.

Aurora howled as blood striped upward from her wing. She couldn’t seem to fly—or maybe she hadn’t learned yet—and Merik could barely manage flight either. He grabbed and reached and strained for more winds. Just one burst, one burst before they crashed on that ice—

Air whooshed under them. One burst. Merik slowed their fall.

The storm hound hit first in a thunderous crack. Merik hit a split moment later, breath punching from his lungs and muscles ripping from impact. But the pain was so distant. He and Aurora weren’t dead, they weren’t shattered—so they must keep moving.

Merik hauled to his feet before dragging up the massive pup. Her wing gushed blood now. She whimpered and whined.

But she also resumed her clumsy gallop, trusting Merik to lead her to safety. He prayed to Noden that he would be worth that trust. He prayed to Noden that there was a way to survive this. Why else would he have woken up from the sleeping ice? Why else would those strange girls speaking riddles in their ancient tongue have given him a storm hound and told him to leave?

During his time with Esme the Puppeteer, Merik had learned of one line from “Eridysi’s Lament”: Fissures in the ice always follow the grain. Unless something stops them, something blocks them, something forces them to change. Then the fissures in the ice will find new ways to travel.

There are no coincidences. Except when there are.

He had followed fissures in the ice to get here, into the icy tomb that had swallowed him whole. He had lured his Threadbrother Kullen into that ice that had always been singing—that sang even now, begging Merik to return to its embrace. Come, my son, and sleep. Come, come, the ice will hold you.

Now he followed the fissures a second time, all these shadowy veins, like ore through a mountain. And ahead, the end of the tomb opened before them.

He and Aurora reached it, bursting into the enormous, eternal cavern Merik had come from before the ice had claimed him. He skidded to a stop, shoving in front of Aurora before she could topple off a ledge into a spinning galaxy of stars hundreds of feet below.

If the nautilus-shaped ice tomb was strange, this massive star-filled cavern was far stranger.

Behind them, ice crackled and reached. It left the tomb in a trail of chasing hoarfrost. Aurora whined and pressed against Merik, large as a draft horse. Blood stained her golden fur. She pushed her wet nose into his neck.

“I know,” he murmured. “Let me think.” The frost was coiling over her tail, over his feet, and although he kept shifting his weight, it kept simply skittering apart like ants disturbed in their mound. Then it would converge again to claim them.

Merik needed a way out of here. He needed one of the magic doorways that had first led him into the mountain. At this point, he didn’t care where it led. But gone was the ice bridge he’d crossed when Kullen chased him; now the whole cavern was filled by filamentous ice.

Aurora keened louder and withdrew. Now, she seemed to say. We need to move now.

As if in answer to her, a sound filled the cavern. A strange sound that made no sense here. Caw, caw. The cry bounced and echoed. Caw, caw. A bird flapped by, wings black and glistening.

A crow or raven, Merik thought as he watched the distant bird wheel and dip around ice webs—moving in a path that, if he was fast enough, Merik could follow.

He sucked air to him. In through his nose. Out through his mouth. And on the exhale, wind lifted him and Aurora simultaneously. Hoarfrost crackled and released them.

Aurora yelped as they flew across the cavern, chasing after the black bird. They wheeled and dipped exactly as the bird had, until eventually Merik saw where the bird was aimed: a door with a thin stream of water pouring from it.

Merik knew that door. It was not the one he wanted—even if it was where the girls in the tomb had told him to go. He wanted to go through any door but that one.

But here he was: stopped, blocked, forced to change.

The bird swept through the door. Blue magicked light sprayed. And it was as if the sleeping ice suddenly seemed to realize it might lose Merik if it didn’t act now. It lurched toward him in thick strands that wanted Merik and Aurora to sleep while the ice embraced them.

Aurora shrieked, her wings flapping ineffectively and spraying Merik in her blood. Merik slung out two winds at once. One wind he used to propel Aurora toward the door—hard and fast, and although she screamed, she also instinctively curled herself into a ball to avoid the pain of impact.

She hit the door’s opening.

She disappeared just as the black bird had.

The second wind, Merik shot at the ice. An outward blast to keep it off him while he plummeted onto the tiny outcropping before the wet, glistening door.

Power roiled across him. This was not the door he wanted. This was not safety.

But Merik would follow the grain.

Panting, he threw one final look at the cavern where nothing made sense—where magic was both incalculably strong, yet also weak and starving. He could see now just how much ice was coming for him, lancing across the cavern like shots from a Firewitched pistol.

Merik dove for the door, curling as Aurora had. Then magic clamped over him. He left the mountain behind.




TWO
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[image: T]here were few people the Bloodwitch Aeduan hated more than Purists.

Noblemen happened to be one of them.

Particularly noblemen who believed big swords made up for an absence of spines. “I have told you three times now,” Aeduan said without inflection, “this is not a negotiation. Give up the castle and swear fealty to Her Imperial Majesty Safiya fon Cartorra.”

“Demon,” snarled one of the two men currently frozen in place before Aeduan.

“Monster,” hissed the other.

Aeduan would have rolled his eyes if he were that sort of man. Around him, the ancient stones of the empty Hasstrel estate groaned. Wind shrieked through holes in the shutters; a rat scurried down a nearby hall, her blood singing of freedom and shadows. The two fon Grieg sons had been granted this estate when Eron fon Hasstrel had been arrested. Since the dom’s release and his niece’s ascendancy to the throne, fon Hasstrel had decided he wanted his castle back.

Which was why Aeduan was here, instead of a hundred miles east with a silver taler that smelled of his own blood.

Sweet wine and lathered horses. Cut emeralds and sharpened steel. Both fon Grieg men smelled of wealth. And both bore the lingering cold iron scent of the Hell-Bard Loom, for although they were no longer bound to it, it would forever taint their blood.

Aeduan let his Bloodwitchery swirl into his eyes. Let his lips lift to reveal his canines while a fresh gust of winter wind flipped into his new Carawen salamander cloak. He might not be a dramatic man, but he also wasn’t above a bit of theater when the moment demanded. With his left arm outstretched, he furled in his fingers.

And watched as less and less blood reached the two men’s brains. “I can kill you this way,” he said. “I just keep tightening”—another inch with his fingers—“and tightening until there is nothing left to keep your brains functioning. Or I can set you free.” He released, though only slightly.

Both men gasped. The right brother’s eyes shuttered.

“Your choice.”

“Our father,” rasped the one on the right. Redrick or Redris or something comparably bland and Cartorran. “Was given this castle—”

Aeduan tightened on the man’s blood again. Aeduan was tired, he was hungry, and he hated this part of his new job. “Your father,” he countered, “has already offered his fealty to the new empress. As well as all of his soldiers . . . which, I believe, include the two of you.”

The brother on the left—whose name might as well have been Shitpants fon Grieg for all Aeduan knew—let his eyes close again. Defeat practically sang off his blood. Redrick or Redris or whatever he was still would not relent, though. He pulled back his own lips, the snarl of an angry mongrel used to getting his way. “Demon,” he repeated with extra venom.

This time, Aeduan did let his eyes roll. “Understood. I will leave you as you are, and maybe your smarter brother here can talk some sense into you.” He released Shitpants, letting the shapes of sweet wine and lathered horses fly free in the man’s veins.

The man promptly collapsed to the stone floor. A second rat chittered from the rafters. Aeduan lowered his hand. One, two, three . . .

There it was: Shitpants grabbled to his feet and drew a sword. A fine blade with rubies of Hell-Bard red to adorn the hilt. He charged Aeduan while his brother watched on, unable to move.

Aeduan let the man come, waiting until Shitpants was so close he could spot a patch of hair the man had missed shaving. Aeduan spun sideways. His cloak snapped. In one movement, he unsheathed a blade of his own: small, sharp, always within reach at the top of his baldric.

He shoved the knife into Shitpants’s hamstring. The man collapsed again, but now with blood spurting and a scream ripping from his lips. It was the sort of sound that would have given Aeduan no pause a year ago. Because that Aeduan had never met a Threadwitch named Iseult or a child named Owl (who was not a child at all).

But the Aeduan of today, the one who had met Iseult and had saved Owl and who had sworn his vows anew to the Carawen . . .

He did pause before this sort of thing.

Aeduan felt his molars grind. Felt his chest expand with cold breath. One need not be evil to become it. He’d thought that once about his father. Now he, Aeduan, was no better.

With a strangled growl, he swiped the stiletto on his sleeve and resheathed it. Then he grabbed once more on to Shitpants’s blood. Here were the lathering horses, here was the sweet wine. He froze both, although only in the places nearest to the hamstring wound, where the tang of fresh blood wanted to burst forth and taste air.

Meanwhile, twenty paces behind Aeduan, the other brother he decided he would simply call Red was still frozen in place.

And the rat still chittered overhead. He was a hungry little beast.

Aeduan stepped in front of Shitpants. “You know you cannot win this.”

“You”—Shitpants spat the word—“are a symptom of all that is wrong with the usurper. She took away our noose. She took away our castle, and now she threatens us with a monster?”

“Your noose.” Aeduan glanced at Red. “Why would you want to keep that?”

Red didn’t answer, and Shitpants was only just gathering steam. A pot boiling off rage that had simmered too long—certainly longer than this unfortunate moment inside a crumbling castle could have prompted. “It was an honor to serve Emperor Henrick. People feared us—and you would have feared us, for your foul, Void-tainted magic would not have touched us then. We would have skewered you.”

Aeduan gave up. With a sigh, he clenched his fist. The man’s blood froze, hamstring wound and all. His mouth ceased its spewing, his brain ceased its thinking, and he toppled over. Not dead, but deeply, stupidly unconscious.

Aeduan glanced again at Red. “Your turn. Make your choice.”

“You,” he croaked out, “are not a Bloodwitch.”

Aeduan tensed. Not because he was bothered by Red’s words, but because they were so unexpected, so illogical in this cold, stony hall with its whistling wind and scuttering rats.

Red continued: “Bloodwitches cannot do this. They cannot control people like this, freezing them. Killing them.”

Aeduan walked now, his magic still clasping the man’s blood as he advanced. “I assure you, I am a Bloodwitch. And I also assure you: I can kill you.” He came to a halt before the man. Unlike Shitpants, Red had a beard. Neatly trimmed, clean like his velvet suit and fur cloak—and all of it so at odds with this barely upright ruin around him.

“No,” the man insisted. “I am a Bloodwitch. Before the Loom, and after it. But my magic is bound to Water, and you—what are you?”

Now Aeduan frowned. The words remained unexpected, but now they were undeniably interesting. And undeniably unsettling, even if Aeduan thought he’d stopped caring about his witchery long ago. He’d never met another Bloodwitch. It was a rare enough magic that he’d never even heard of others like him existing outside of old tales.

Aeduan let his power rise, let his senses sharpen and prong deeper into the man’s blood. And yes, there was a coppery tang that he recognized. Bright and fresh like his own.

“I do smell it on you,” Aeduan admitted, his voice flat. “Which means you must smell it on me. But if you’re trying to call my bluff, you need only look at your brother to know I can kill you—and I will.”

Red swallowed. His eyes crawled with red, exactly as Aeduan knew his own did. “Oh, I know you’ll kill me, Monk.” His teeth bared just as his brother’s had. “Not because you are a Bloodwitch, but because you are a demon. A monster. I can smell it on you: you’re bound to the Void, a cursed beast with ’Matsi poison running in your veins. Tell me: was it your mother or your father who—”

Aeduan yanked upward with his magic. The muscles fired in his biceps and forearm. In his shoulder and chest. Then he snapped his wrist.

The second fon Grieg brother toppled down with a thump! Dust spiraled upward. Silence echoed. Even the wind seemed to hold its breath.

Then the man’s feet twitched, since, like Shitpants, he was not dead.

Aeduan’s nostrils flared. He inhaled all the way into his stomach, letting his witchery ease away like ripples on a pond. The blood off Shitpants’s wound still keened in Aeduan’s nose. The wind still tugged at his cloak. Nearby, the rats from the shadows and rafters were poking out curious noses. They were too hungry to be afraid, and there was a very real chance they would eat these brothers as soon as Aeduan got out of the way.

So Aeduan got out of the way.




THREE
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[image: V]ivia Nihar stared at the doorway before her, a sliver of blue light carved into limestone. Lush ferns hugged it close, brushing their fingers against the edges. A snag of grapevines too, with their leaves fluttering on a salted breeze. Cicadas clicked in the thick foliage. A gull cried overhead.

And magic rolled over Vivia, moving in time to waves off the nearby sea. Each caress made her hair stand more on end and her teeth grind inside her ears. She knew of these doorways, but seeing one was different from hearing about them. And having one simply appear overnight near Noden’s Gift was downright alarming.

“See?” Cam said, motioning with his floppy limbs to the light. “That’s it. That’s a door that’ll take you into the mountain. I don’t know where it will take us, exactly, but I’m pretty sure once we’re inside, I can find the under-city in Lovats.”

“Pretty sure?” Vivia’s eyebrows lifted.

“Very sure,” Cam amended. The boy had come sprinting into the captain’s cabin in Noden’s Gift half an hour ago, hollering about magic doors and secret tunnels and sneaking into Lovats, then Azmir with soldiers. Then he’d half dragged Vivia and Vaness all the way to the seashore, just below the Origin Well perched atop its fox-shaped peak.

“It is . . . small.” This came from the Empress of Marstok, who stood on Cam’s other side. She had lately taken to wearing a Nubrevnan-style blouse tucked into sailor’s breeches. It suited her. Softened her imperial lines—as did the sea and tides nearby, always tugging her hair from her braided bun. The only lingering reminder of her title and heritage were the iron bracelets she was never without.

Right now, they swiveled like snakes around her wrists. “I do not see how we can fit soldiers through there, much less the forces needed to claim back Lovats or Marstok.”

“Right.” Cam nodded as if he hadn’t just proposed they do precisely that. “Well, we could go single file. Then . . . you know: hope the doors don’t close up behind us.”

“Right,” Vaness said, mimicking him. “The doors closing up behind—a minor detail. Not worth fretting over.” She fixed her gaze onto Vivia, eyes hooded. The heat of midday daubed color onto her cheeks. “As you know, I have traveled these doorways, Your Majesty. So while I certainly appreciate and understand their utility, I also understand their dangers. For one, if we can use them, then so can the enemy—which, you may recall, the Raider King did do when he tried to invade Lovats.”

Of course Vivia recalled. And with stark clarity she’d prefer didn’t haunt her sleep most nights. Ragnor’s troops and his seafire had gotten much too close to destroying the entire capital. Her capital.

“For two,” the Empress went on, “as Cam has already pointed out, these doors do have a tendency to open and shut without warning. You and I have walked by this spot every evening for a month, and only now is there a magic doorway appearing.

“And for three,” Vaness finished, her voice regal and clear, “when I was in the mountain with Safiya fon Hasstrel and her Hell-Bards, the cavern was in a state of total collapse. Stones falling everywhere. Ice crawling and eating all in its path. It is not a space I would take anyone through, whom I wanted to keep safe. So not an army, and certainly not . . . you.”

Vivia felt her face warm. Her chest too, and she had to force a breath through her nose. A big inhale that expanded her uniform and made old buttons wink in the sun. It was hot in this uniform at midday, but there were appearances to maintain. Vivia was queen, even if her father had fortified himself in Lovats and refused to give up the throne.

Vivia inched closer to the door. Magic scraped and tugged against her. With cautious fingers, she brushed aside a fern. Carvings appeared on the stone. Triangular shapes worn down by weather and time. Familiar, although Vivia had no idea why.

Think beyond, came a voice that sounded like her mother’s.

“Are you listening?” Vaness demanded.

“Hye, hye,” Vivia mumbled, although truth be told, while she’d certainly heard what Vaness had uttered, she’d also immediately discarded it.

Because this was the first change in fortune she’d had in a month. Serafin had lifted the siege chain, sealing off all of Lovats in a magical dome through which no enemy could pass, and for weeks, Vivia, Vaness, Cam, and Shanna, the lead captain from Vivia’s Foxes, had tried to devise a way into the capital.

They could wage war directly at the Sentries of Noden, where the siege chain connected. Or they could send stealth units in through the Cisterns. Or they could turn their attention to Azmir and hope to reclaim Vaness’s throne first.

But none of it had seemed viable, so instead, they’d done nothing. And the sitting still was proving a very, very quick path to madness.

Serafin was holed up in a city with only limited provisions and tens of thousands of refugees from across Nubrevna. The citizens would starve if Vivia didn’t do something. Soon.

Wind snarled across her. Sand scraped her cheeks, and salt burned her nose. The ferns she held whipped and waved. “How do we know,” she asked carefully, “that this goes where you think it goes, Cam? Maybe it doesn’t lead inside your mountain at all.”

He winced. “S’not my mountain, Majesty. It’s the Sightwitches’. And . . . well . . .” He shrugged. “I don’t know where it goes. But I could walk in right now. See what’s on the other side, if you want.”

“And what if you step into a trap?” Vaness snapped. “What if this was all designed by the Raider King? Or by the usurpers of Marstok and Nubrevna? What if you find yourself a prisoner—or worse, dead? Then what, First Mate?”

Cam gulped.

“Or,” Vaness continued, the flush on her cheeks reaching her neck. Her ears. “What if this magic is simply fickle, as you yourself suggested, and the door seals up behind you? Then you will be stuck inside the mountain for all of time.”

Cam blanched, setting off the pale spots on his face. He looked sick. He looked frightened. “You’re . . . right. Of course you’re right, Your Imperial Majesty. I’m sorry I even suggested such an idea. I wasn’t thinking.”

Vaness’s iron faltered. “Well . . .” Her gaze flicked to Vivia’s.

And Vivia pursed her lips in a way that said: We discussed this, Vaness. You’re supposed to be nicer to everyone.

“You . . . should . . . not be sorry, Cam.” Vaness tried to smile. It was terrifying. “It was a good idea. In theory. Just one that I fear is too risky. But, I do appreciate you thinking in new ways.”

Think beyond, Vivia thought again, and she frowned once more at the door. At its bewitching glow. At the carvings she could almost—although only almost—swear she had seen somewhere before. Probably in the under-city or the Cisterns. Lovats had so many secret corners and ancient passages.

Including the underground lake surrounded by foxfire that only she knew about.

“We’ll station guards here,” Vivia said, finally withdrawing from the door. “I’ll let Shanna choose who—unless you’ve an opinion on the matter, Your Imperial Majesty?”

Vaness rolled her eyes. “Of course not, Your Royal Majesty. I trust your Fox captain to choose wisely.”

Vivia smiled and opted not to point out the thirty-seven times (and counting) that Vaness had very openly not trusted Shanna’s wisdom. “Thank you, Cam,” she told the boy as she released the ferns and backed away from the limestone. The magic’s charge receded. “As our esteemed Marstoki Empress here just said—”

Vaness sniffed primly.

“—it’s good for us to be thinking in new ways. So keep your ideas coming, please.”

“Hye, Majesty.” Cam saluted, fist over heart. “I’ll try.”

“I know, Cam. You always do.”

It had become their nightly routine to sit beside the Origin Well and watch the sun set over the Jadansi. There were so many people who wanted a piece of Vivia’s time. They demanded it even, these vizers and captains, sailors and soldiers and shop keeps. Then there were the supplicants too—and the sycophants, whose flattery was more dangerous than their desires ever were.

So Vivia’s time beside the Well was sacred. No one, not even Cam, was allowed to interrupt it.

The Empress of Marstok always sat on a stool on the left; Vivia always sat on a stool on the right; and together, they watched the day end in the west and the night awaken in the east. The Water Well burbled behind them. The sea’s breeze gusted ceaselessly, and the river that the Well fed into churned and chopped.

So much water. And all of it calling to Vivia. Listen to us, Little Fox. Use us and control us.

Vivia wished she could. Every hour, every second, the hunger ached inside her. A craving that could never be sated. A love that must remain unrequited. Come, Little Fox. Be one with us, like you used to be.

Vivia knew if she relented, it wouldn’t be she who was in control. Because that had already happened against the Dalmotti navy. It had been too much. Vivia and Vaness had barely come back from that deluge of water and iron taking over their minds.

So, ever since, Vivia had avoided the salty, enticing currents in the Jadansi shouting her name. She’d avoided the river and the Well just behind. She could be beside, but she could never go in.

How Vaness kept iron always upon her body, Vivia could never comprehend. Then again, Vaness was the Destroyer of Kendura Pass. Her power had manifested young, and perhaps the thought of being without the iron frightened her more than the thought of iron claiming her soul.

It hadn’t escaped Vivia’s notice how often Vaness rubbed at her Witchmark. A square tattoo for Earth and a single vertical line for iron.

And whenever Vaness rubbed, Vivia automatically did the same. Like right now, her thumb massaged the upside-down triangle with a wave inside.

She dropped both hands to her sides. “I want to go through the door,” she declared, lifting her voice over the breeze.

Vaness didn’t look away from the flaming sky. Her hand didn’t stop pressing at her Witchmark. “No.”

“Ahtset,” Vivia countered, angling toward the Empress. They spoke in Marstoki, as they always did on these nights. Silly as it might seem, Vivia felt she owed the Empress. In all ways, Vaness had made a true effort to adapt to Nubrevna: she wore the clothes, she braided her hair, and she spoke Nubrevnan all day long.

So a few words in Marstoki? It was the least Vivia could do. Besides, it was good practice for a queen.

“Don’t dismiss the idea, Vaness, simply because you’re worried it’s a trap. What if it’s not a trap? What if the door just opened up because the magic is fickle—and what if it stays? Then imagine the strategy we could have on our hands.”

“I am imagining,” Vaness said flatly, “and all I see is violent death.” Her left bracelet slithered up her arm to form a band near her shoulder.

“Because you’re assuming the mountain is the same as when you went through it. But what if it’s like when Cam went through? What if it’s not collapsing, and he could navigate us to Lovats? It’s a brilliant idea—you have to admit that. Just as it was brilliant of the Raider King.”

“I do not have to admit anything.”

Vivia sighed at the Empress. With curt movements, she removed her coat, folded it—buttons gleaming—and set it carefully beside her stool. Then she unbuttoned the top of her uniform shirt.

The freedom and the breeze felt divine. She might not be able to touch the sea, but she could at least taste it.

“If I could sneak into Lovats,” Vivia continued, “I could disable my father without any bloodshed. He would surrender the instant he saw me. It’s why he lifted the siege chain: he is terrified to face me.”

Vaness’s right bracelet now slithered up like the first. Two armbands twining around her. But Vivia couldn’t help but notice there was a stuttering rhythm—and she recognized that stutter because she felt it too, living inside the nearby tides.

Vaness stopped her iron. For several breaths, the wind batted loose tendrils across her face. Then she finally swiveled a cool expression Vivia’s way. “Let us assume, for argument’s sake, that your plan actually works. You face Serafin, you claim the crown. Then what? You cannot believe the navy and soil-bound will simply fall in line. The people of Lovats might have loved you once, but your father has painted you as a traitor.”

This was unfortunately true. “All the more reason,” Vivia countered, “to avoid bloodshed. I can remove my father from the throne, then confront the vizers. At least a few are loyal to me—especially now that three of their daughters have joined us in Noden’s Gift. Then I will lower the siege chain and the magic barrier bound to it, so the Foxes and all our Dalmotti ships can finally sail in with food and goods and . . .” She shrugged.

And Vaness’s face softened with something almost pitying.

Vivia hated it.

“Vivia.” The Empress scooted her stool closer. She was always so careful to use Vivia’s title when they were in Noden’s Gift. But here, on their nightly talks beside the Well, she always used Vivia’s name.

And Vivia always used hers. “Vaness,” she replied.

“I think you overestimate how easily your father will back down.”

“Maybe,” Vivia admitted, although she didn’t want to. It was bad enough having her own father turn against her. A man she’d loved. Revered. But he’d allied with the Dalmotti navy just to keep Vivia from claiming the throne that was her birthright.

And in all truth, if she’d actually believed Serafin was the better person to lead Nubrevna, she would have left him on that throne. But good leaders didn’t cling to a crown. They didn’t send an enemy navy simply to keep their own daughter out of a city. And they didn’t lift a siege chain, effectively cutting off that city from food, medicine, fuel, or anything else they would need to survive.

Nubrevnans would die if Serafin didn’t lift that siege chain. And Serafin didn’t care at all.

The Empress leaned closer, reaching for Vivia’s hands. Vivia let her take them. Let the Empress’s warm fingers weave into her own. And she let Vaness dip all the way toward her until their foreheads touched.

“If we are going to do this,” Vaness whispered, “then I think we should do so in secret. We can tell Captain Quintay what we intend, but we must leave her in Noden’s Gift—and make it seem we are still there. The element of surprise against your father will not last long.”

Vivia swallowed. Her grip tightened on the Empress.

“Cam will have to come, of course, as our guide. For although I was in the mountain, I was running for my life and remember almost nothing. But no one else can join us—and no one can know what we intend.”

“But . . .” Vivia’s voice broke slightly. “What if you’re right? What if it is a trap?”

“Then we will use our magic.” The two armbands coiled down. Down. Then slid across onto Vivia’s wrists. For several long seconds, the two women were shackled together. “I know we both struggle to control and contain our magics lately, but we are still witches. And powerful ones.”

“Ahtset,” Vivia agreed, staring at the iron that bound them. A month ago, she would have been petrified by this nearness. Her heart would have lodged somewhere in her throat. Her mouth would have dried out, and her brain would have ceased all function.

But now she was . . . if not comfortable, at least accustomed. Something wound between her and Vaness. Vivia knew what she hoped it was, but it was not something she could act upon yet. Responsibility and crowns were a siege chain in their way.

Or at least, this was what Vivia told herself. That this was why she never leaned in a few more inches—and why the Empress never did either.

“Just promise me . . .” Vaness wet her lips. They were so red at this burning hour. “If we cannot get through the mountain—if it seems too dangerous for either of us or for Cam—then we will return. Immediately.”

“I promise,” Vivia agreed.

And the Empress of Marstok smiled. A sad, almost resigned thing. Her iron returned to her wrists. Her spine returned to steel. Together, both women angled their attention anew on the wildfire sky.

“Tonight?” Vivia asked after several minutes. There was so much she should wrap up before she left, but also so much that would fall into place if she could just get into Lovats again.

“Ahtset,” the Empress agreed quietly. “Tonight.”
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[image: P]oznin had changed.

This was the first thing Merik thought when the magic of the mountain released him. Gone was the pond filled with dead bodies—although not the bodies. They were still here, but now frozen and slumped across the pond’s empty basin.

It was winter now too, the world gray and white.

Aurora whimpered and Merik dragged himself toward her. Her golden fur was stained with red from where the ice had pierced her. Merik was bleeding too. A gash on his chest; a puncture on the back of his calf. They were lucky the ice had not killed them.

“Aurora,” he murmured in a voice that felt too loud here, where cleaved bodies had frozen into bloated meat. “You’re safe now.” He laid a hand onto Aurora’s back. Her spine protruded; her ribs too. “We’re out of the ice now. You’re safe.”

Merik didn’t actually know if this was true. So far, no Cleaved were approaching—and no Puppeteer laughed or cackled in his brain. She’d been mortally wounded when Merik had last seen her, but she might have survived. He had no way of knowing.

Carefully, he continued to stroke down the storm hound’s back, feeling each knob in her spine, each ripple of young, malnourished muscle. Then Merik drew in cold air. It sparkled in his lungs, alive with his Windwitchery. Maybe I can fly us out of here, he thought. Maybe I can summon enough winds to carry myself and Aurora far from here, across the Witchlands, all the way to Nubrevna, where I can . . .

He didn’t know. He’d spent so long trying to escape Esme, then trying to save Kullen . . . and then asleep in the ice. How long had he been frozen? How much had changed in the Witchlands since he’d left it behind?

Slowly, slowly, as Merik continued to stroke Aurora’s back, she unfurled. Her body relaxed. Her whimpers ceased. She lifted her canine head and found Merik’s eyes with her own of silvery blue. There was trust in those eyes, and strangely, inexplicably, Merik felt his heart break.

He’d only ever hurt those who’d trusted him. He’d only ever abandoned and betrayed them. His crew on the Jana. Kullen. Cam. Ryber. Safiya. And even Vivia. He’d tried to help, tried to be what he’d thought people needed from him . . . but he’d only ever been a disappointment. Just as his father had always said.

Aurora snuffed, her silver eyes blinking.

And Merik shook his head. “Dark thoughts,” he told her, scrubbing a hand over her downy snout. “But as my father always used to say: Sitting still is a quick path to madness. Come on, little one. Let’s move.”

Aurora obeyed, stiffly rising. The wound on her wing was ugly, but it wasn’t life-threatening. And Merik thought again of what the strange girls with their archaic speech had commanded. There’s one thing you have to do once you’re free: you have to find our father. He calls himself the Raider King.

That, Merik had already decided, was most certainly not what he was going to do. “This way,” he said with more confidence than he felt. “I’ll try to lead you around the bodies.”

Aurora snuffed again. Her feet were clumsy like the puppies Master Huntsman Yoris used to raise in Nihar. But unlike those pups, Aurora had no interest in these corpses. There was no desire to nose around and root through the interesting smells. She seemed to recognize these bodies were not for her; that there was something inherently wrong with them.

Then they were out of the pond, out of the collapsed building, and emerging into the full cold of the day. Merik hadn’t conceptualized how much the crumbling walls blocked out a winter wind. It crushed against him now, calling to his magic—and freezing him to his bones. Aurora seemed not to feel it. In fact, she visibly strengthened before Merik’s eyes, and visibly brightened too. As if the power of the wind fed the Airwitched heart of her.

Merik knew so little about the magic creatures of the world. They were so rare, more often relegated to legend than ever seen. But he did know that creatures like storm hounds and sea foxes and shadow wyrms were creatures of pure elemental power.

Her snout wiggled in the air. The wind rippled and towed through her fur, turning the blood streaks into fluttering lines. Her wings stretched wide, and for several seconds, she looked like a cormorant drying in the sun. Then her injured wing began healing right before Merik’s eyes—as if she was absorbing strength directly from the wind.

In a lurch of horror, Merik realized he should stop the storm hound. What if the Puppeteer sensed Aurora’s magic? She might jump out and snap wooden collars around both their necks—

But then Aurora folded her wings back in. No longer injured. She blinked slowly at Merik as if to say, We can go now.

Merik swallowed. Food. Shelter. That was all he had to find—and without the Puppeteer sensing them. But which way should he lead Aurora? To the left, he could see the top of Esme’s tower. He would not go that way.

The river? he wondered. The forest to the east?

East, he decided, would be safest, and he was surprised how easily he remembered Poznin and its streets. His imprisonment here had been so brief; his mind, his body, his magic so subjugated. Plus, winter had since sapped all color from the city, leaving snow to gather in steep banks along various corridors.

But Merik knew it, all the same.

Aurora kept her wings folded against her spine, lending her a hunch-backed look as she prowled forward. Her nose shoved into occasional snowdrifts. Twice, she pulled up a human body part: a finger. A foot. Like before, she didn’t eat them. If anything, she seemed disappointed they weren’t proper food.

When they reached a wider avenue through town, the Cleaved stood sentry. These were also as Merik remembered, untouched by time. People of all ages, all sizes, all genders and colors and castes. One tall man with a long, pointed beard reminded Merik of the Northman who’d stabbed Esme.

Merik hoped that man was safe. He hoped that man was headed toward his family now . . . or perhaps already there.

Merik was about to continue onward, when a sound hit his ears. A mere whisper beneath the wind’s howl, and instinctively his gaze snapped to Aurora—as if she really were one of the hunting dogs he’d grown up with. Her ears swiveled forward; she heard the sound too.

Someone nearby was crying.

For several blinking heartbeats, Merik found himself not in Poznin but in a tiny room where he and Vivia used to play.

Merik is seven, Vivia is ten. He has just walked into Vivia’s “fox’s den,” as she calls it—the secret room where they keep their toys. He likes to pretend Vivia’s dolls are the Paladins from the old stories everyone says aren’t true. But where Merik expects to find the den empty, he instead finds Vivia curled up beside the dollhouse.

She cries, with her hands over the top of her head and her face buried in her knees. The dollhouse is sodden, and a pitcher of water now stands empty on a table by the door.

“Vee?” Merik asks. He is afraid because Vivia never cries. And he is afraid because if she is crying, then he is not sure how he is ever supposed to keep himself from doing the same. Their father has already made it clear that Merik cries too much; he needs to be more like Vivia. “Vee?” Merik tries again, and he drops to the floor beside her.

She shrinks more tightly into a ball. Her tears fall harder. They are not the shattered sobs of a girl who has lost her mother, nor the carefully controlled tears she let fall while they threw autumn leaves off the water-bridges at Mother’s funeral. They are a whimpering hiccup with an occasional sniff every few seconds.

Merik lays a hand on her arm. She stiffens. Then relaxes and raises her head slightly. Her dark eyes are almost swollen shut. She must have been crying for some time before Merik found her. “Don’t tell Father.” Her voice is hoarse and tired. “Don’t tell him, Merry.”

“Tell him what?” Merik asks, and it’s an honest question. Is he supposed to keep it quiet that she is crying? Or that she has clearly, once again, lost control of her magic? Or is the secret that she was in here at all and playing with the dolls their father told her to leave behind a year ago?

“Don’t tell him what you saw.”

Merik recoils slightly, and a hot sensation wrings through him—a feeling he doesn’t recognize and one he doesn’t like. “What . . . did I see?”

She blinks at him. Then she swipes tears from her eyes. “Exactly.” She pushes to her feet, nodding as if she is pleased by Merik’s answer. Pleased by his understanding of something he most certainly doesn’t understand at all.

But he likes it when she does what she does next: when she pats his head and even smiles a crooked smile that looks so much like Mother’s. It’s a smile that says, You’re all right, Merry, and I’m glad you’re here beside me. So Merik bites back his questions.

“I’m sorry about the dolls.” She motions to the house, still dripping with water. “It was an accident, and I’ll go fetch a towel to wipe it up.”

“I’ll come with you,” Merik says, and to his deep delight, Vivia’s smile widens and she offers him a hand. He takes it. Her palm is hot and clammy.

They leave their playroom like that. And Merik leaves his questions behind too, until the memory of that afternoon fades. Until he forgets he ever saw something he wasn’t meant to see.

It was like a beam of sunshine punching through a storm. And as soon as the memory hit Merik, it was gone again—but the full weight and warmth of the moment remained. He remembered that day in Vivia’s den. He did not remember what it was he’d supposedly seen and was meant to keep secret from his father.

It didn’t matter now. What mattered was this sound of crying that was so like Vivia that it pulled at Merik’s heart, as if a Thread already bound him to the unseen person.

Merik spun toward the whimpers. It was coming from within the rows of Cleaved—and by Noden, whoever they were, they must be terrified out of their skull. Too fast, Prince, he thought as he crept toward them, and your prey will sense you long before you reach ’em.

Hye, Master Yoris, you’re right.

Merik slung his gaze left and right, searching for any movement in the Puppeteer’s unmoving army. Dead grass and lifeless vines rattled and scraped beneath his bare soles. Aurora carefully kept pace beside him.

Until Merik spotted a noticeable gap in one of the rows—a hole where snow did not reach, as if someone had just left it there. As if one of the Cleaved had, as could happen, suddenly become fully human again.

The crying broke off, and Merik ground to a halt. “Hello?” He spoke Arithuanian. “Hello? I won’t hurt you. I’m like you—I am a former Cleaved and lost.”

Aurora stopped beside Merik, and it occurred to Merik that perhaps having a storm hound was not the best way to prove his trustworthiness.

“She won’t hurt you. She’s just a puppy who’s lost too. Hello?”

He glanced around, searching shadows for where the child might be. But he couldn’t see anything other than the usual bodies, the usual broken streets and drooping buildings of a city that used to be as prosperous and fine as the greatest capitals in the Witchlands.

Aurora snorted, sinking into a pointer pose, exactly like the hounds used to do with Master Yoris. Her whole body became a perfect line from snout to tail with a front paw crooked upward. Even her wings pressed back along her body to make her a white-furred arrow.

An arrow that pointed straight ahead toward a barren hedge tangling upward along a limestone building. Merik squinted toward it, and hye. There was a slightly darker shape tucked inside.

He lifted both hands toward it and started walking. “I won’t hurt you,” he tried in Cartorran this time. “I’m like you. I was a Cleaved. I promise I won’t hurt you.” When the hedge didn’t move and the darkness tucked within didn’t either, Merik continued his careful inching forward. And he kept on repeating the same phrases, over and over again, each time in a new language.

After Cartorran, he tried Dalmotti. Then Marstoki. Then broken Svodish and even more-broken Lusquan before he circled back to Arithuanian. When he was ten paces away, he could finally see the distinct shape of a child, dressed in velvet with gold rings upon his fingers. His brown skin blended more easily into the shadows, but the day’s tepid sunlight occasionally winked on those rings.

The boy’s knobby knees were pulled up just like Vivia’s had been in her fox’s den, and he must be about the same age she had been on that day Merik had almost forgotten.

With his hands still raised, Merik dropped slowly to one knee. His muscles shook; he lacked any of his former grace. “Can I sit?” he asked, shifting now to Marstoki. The boy’s style of dress suggested he might be from the east. “I will tell you a story, if you like. It’s about two fish who swam into Queen Crab’s lair. Maybe you have a story like it wherever you’re from.”

Aurora, having eased out of her pointer pose, now circled twice. Then huffed down to the ground next to Merik—a welcome body heat. Tell the story, she seemed to say.

So Merik did, describing Fool Brother Filip and Blind Brother Daret. Then he told a story about a hungry Hagfish. And another that Evrane had once told him about a little monster who wanted to become a man. Cold burrowed into his bones. Hunger curled through his gullet. And the boy never unfolded. Only the wind broke the stillness as it kicked at the winter-stripped hedges and towed at the coattails and dress hems of an army that never moved.

After what must have been at least an hour of such stories, when Merik’s throat was too dry to continue and his body too cold, he pushed to his feet. The world wavered. Blood boomed in his ears. Then he called out, “I am going to search for food and shelter. You can follow if you like. Your choice.”

Merik turned away. Aurora went with him.
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[image: T]hey left when the full moon was at its peak. It was when the legends said Noden was at His strongest. Certainly Vivia’s magic was. The Jadansi practically screamed at her as she, Vaness, and Cam carefully trekked to the magic door. Little Fox, do not leave us! Use us! Take us! Carry us with you into the mountain!

Vivia exhaled against it. No, she thought, while aloud she said: “Draw your weapons.” The jungle around them thrummed with salted heat and cicadas. So loud, she didn’t hear the sound of steel ringing when she unsheathed her cutlass.

She exhaled again, this time more forcefully as she shifted the weight of a pack on her shoulders. Food, healing supplies, water—three days’ worth was within. Hopefully it would be enough for whatever waited ahead.

Because they were doing this. The water couldn’t stop Vivia; nor could fear. Weeks of being trapped in Noden’s Gift, and now she could finally move, flow into a new riverbank, return to the plateau she’d always called home.

The magic door shimmered before them. No guards because Shanna had summoned them away for a shift change. The new group of twelve would arrive soon.

The noises of animal life changed almost imperceptibly. The ferns thickened. The doorway glowed like the Jadansi under moonlight, silvery blue and wavering. “It’s bigger,” Cam said quietly.

“We can still turn back,” was Vaness’s reply, left hand kneading at the Witchmark on her right.

“No.” Vivia’s grip tightened on the cutlass, and with her free hand, she checked her collar. Her buttons. But all were in order. There was no reason to stand here simply staring. “I’m going in.”

“No!” Cam barked at the same time Vaness hissed: “That is not what we agreed upon.”

And it wasn’t, but Vivia also had never actually planned to let Cam go through first. The boy had no magic and his comfort with a blade was nonexistent. So before he or the Empress could actually stop her, Vivia leaped through.

The magic took hold, sudden and staggering. Like diving into a frozen lake, all the breath punched from Vivia’s lungs. All thoughts punched out of her mind. Even her soul seemed to depart momentarily as she was torn apart . . .

Then assembled again.

She almost toppled to her knees. She definitely dropped her cutlass. It clanged on stone as cold air wept against her, damp and ancient. She rubbed at her eyes, blinking.

It was a cavern—which she’d expected based on Cam’s descriptions. But hearing versus seeing . . . Well, it had sounded like something out of a child’s tale, and now that child’s tale was real.

The cavern before her could have held the entirety of Queen’s Hill inside it. Twice. And all of it was filled with fibrous strands of ice that looked like veins across a dying body. Some of the ice was a pure, almost glowing blue.

And some of it was black, as if cleaving.

Yet this was not the explosive cleaving Vivia knew, so much as the gradual, unabating kind that her spies said swept across the lands northwest of here.

Sheer dread rolled through Vivia. A feeling she recalled from the first time she’d seen the Sentries of Noden. How can such things exist? she’d asked her mother. What magic can make something like this possible?

Noden’s magic, her mother had replied. Anything is possible with a god on your side.

At the time, Vivia had thought her mother meant that Nubrevna was divinely chosen. Now, though, she had seen too much of the world to believe such things. And she had met the enemy and befriended her.

It was hard to see Nubrevna as holy if that in turn made Vaness unholy.

You’re thinking in circles, she thought. Get up. Keep moving.

A flash. A frizz. Cam stumbled through the doorway. “We”—gasp—“made it.” He doubled over. His sword clattered to the granite next to Vivia’s.

A heartbeat later, Vaness arrived too. Her flail swung. Her eyes bulged with incredulity, and like both Cam and Vivia, she gulped in air as if she were drowning. She, however, didn’t lose her weapon.

Cam was the first to recover from the journey. He leaped up and whooped. A boyish bound, an effusive sound. One that the Empress immediately cut off. She lurched at Cam, grabbing his arm. “Hush,” she snarled. “This is a place of silence.”

Vivia absolutely agreed. Cam’s cry hadn’t echoed, so much as pinged and plowed, skittering off their platform and vanishing into the abyss beyond—where she was almost certain the ice was now responding. It cracked. It groaned. It oozed frozen air this way with tendrils of white fog to drift toward them.

Vaness dipped closer to Vivia. “This is not how it looked when I was here,” she whispered. “There was a storm raging—an actual storm, with lightning. And there were winds and rain. And rocks fell while the ground shook.”

“It looks like I remember it,” Cam inserted, his voice now a whisper too. “But the ice—that’s new. It wasn’t there before. Not like this, anyway. It was confined to the Sightwitches’ tombs.”

Cam had described those tombs. A place where Sightwitches went instead of death, so their goddess could take back the magic she needed.

Vivia retrieved her cutlass. She sheathed it, and noted that while Cam did the same, the Empress did not. Her flail remained a flail.

Vivia tiptoed to the edge of the platform surrounding their magic door. It was twenty paces long, and beyond was nothing. Only darkness and black-veined ice. “That’s where the spirit swifts live,” Cam whispered, joining her. “Or at least, where they used to be.”

She nodded but didn’t answer. Cold coiled off the strands of ice. Threatening. Hungry. Certainly no starry bird creatures flew there now. No magical beings made of pure Aether.

Vivia was almost glad not to see them. This place was already too disquieting and uncanny.

“Which way do we go?” She looked at Cam. Then motioned to the two paths that carved from their platform. One ascended sharply with rough-hewn stairs. The other hugged the cavern wall and remained blessedly flat.

“Give me a second, Majesty. It’s . . . well, the cavern’s the same but different.” The boy started muttering to himself, striding toward the flat path. “Me and Ry came in over there . . . which means that’s the way to the Convent. Then Ry took us . . .” He screwed his eyes shut.

And Vaness, who still stood beside the door where magic could radiate around her, frowned at Vivia. Her nostrils flared in a way that said: Should we not have figured this out before we stepped inside?

Vivia frowned right back. It wasn’t Cam’s fault the space had filled with ice since he’d come here two months ago.

“That way!” Cam flung up a hand, eyes springing wide. “The door to the Convent is that big shadow over there, and we went left outside of it. So the under-city must be between here and that shadow.”

“Except there is nothing between here and that ‘shadow,’ Cam.” Vaness sounded fully furious now.

“No, no. There is! I swear it, Imperial Majesty. It’s just blocked by that column of ice.”

“And how,” Vivia inserted
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