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THE GREAT ABANDONMENT

selections from

the holy books of the Fallen Isles

during the first through fifth years of the Fallen Gods
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When the rains are too much and too little, when the fields turn fallow, when the harvest of hope is small: the Great Abandonment has come.

—The Book of the Daughter

The greatest calamity comes in the night, when the people are not listening.

—The Book of Silence

Love survives death.

—The Book of Love

A true warrior faces the end with strength and honor. However, there is no dishonor in fear.

—The Book of Warriors

Remember: fire cannot exist without something to burn.

—The Book of Destruction

The brightest lights yield the blackest shadows, but even during the darkest day, the shadow soul of the dragon reigns.

—The Book of Shadow







They called me Hopebearer.

Because hope was too heavy a burden for them.





THE DRAKONTOS CELESTUS

THE END OF THE FIRST DRAGON WAS THE BEGINNING of the Great Abandonment.

Millennia ago, six constellations vanished from the sky. Then, fireballs streaked through the night and crashed into the sea with a thunder that rattled the world.

The wounded ocean opened wide, its depths evaporating and scattering into the sky.

Blazing debris rained from shattered heavens, and all across Noore, the air ignited and whipped into firestorms that burned until there was nothing but ash. Desperate people took shelter in caves and stone houses, but for many, it was too late. The fires had won.

And in the middle of the ocean—

As sister moons eclipsed the sun—

From the molten rock of nascent lands—

The first dragon erupted, star-scaled and crackling with divinity. A child of Fallen Gods: fire and death and sky incarnate.

SOON AFTER, THE Great Abandonment began.

When humans set sail across the sea, with unadulterated worship shining in their eyes and promises falling from their tongues.

When they looked down and prayed, overcome with a sense of belonging.

When they looked up and gasped, because there were dragons in the sky.

And when they looked back at where they’d been and found more people coming—these with weapons drawn.

A war began for the Fallen Isles, between those who’d come first, and those who’d come second. Generations were born and lived and died at war, but after hundreds of years of defending the islands from the kingdoms and clans of the mainland, a solution was decided upon.

The first dragon led a wing of her brothers and sisters across the sea, where they laid waste to everything they found. Fire spun from their open jaws, burning all that had been built since the Great Fall. Houses crumbled to the ground; forests went as black as night; even the rock ran liquid, hissing where it hit the sea. They left nothing as they blazed up and down the coasts, burning and burning and burning, unstoppable.

Until.

A poison-tipped arrow slipped between the scales of the first dragon. She screamed at the stars as her flight faltered, though her wings pumped to gain height. Then more arrows found their marks in her brothers and sisters. Another polyphonic screech ripped from the first dragon. Fury. Shock. Grief.

The dragons dove, death beating in their inferno hearts. Flame ravaged the earth beneath them, searing the archers’ names from history, and it was there—among the still-burning bones of their enemies—that the dragons collapsed to the ground and slept for a century. And then they, too, died, the first dragon last of all.

THE GREAT ABANDONMENT could have been prevented.

But it was not.
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PART ONE

THE HARVEST OF HOPE





CHAPTER ONE
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THE GOD SHADOW STRETCHED ACROSS THE SEA, CASTING the city into an early, unwelcome twilight.

I shivered, unable to look away from the length of umbra that darkened everything, or the immense god hunched over on the horizon. Sunlight strained long and golden around his curled shoulders, his bent head, and his lean body—a nightly eclipse that caused a deep, anxious hush to settle across the city of Flamecrest.

Gerel elbowed me. “Stop looking at the sun. It’s not good for your eyes.”

“It doesn’t hurt my eyes anymore. Not since . . . you know.” I didn’t want to talk about the dragon rescue. Not here. We were perched on a roof with ten strangers, all of us hoping to see new ships arrive in the harbor below. This was hardly the best time. “Besides, the sun is hidden. That’s the problem.”

“Try not to stand out. Once the ships arrive, we can go back to the hotel and you can be as odd as you want.”

I sighed and looked back toward Flamecrest Port. No one could say what—or who—was on the ships rumored to arrive tonight, only that they brought hope. And with the god looming on the horizon, bent in contemplative silence, hope was the one thing everyone wanted.

One god had risen. Abandoned his people. Killed most of them, too.

Any island could be next.

This one, maybe.

“Do you think the others had any luck finding Nine?” I spoke softly, but Gerel still glanced around with a worried frown.

Fair. Nine was a spy from the Algotti Empire, and it was dangerous to talk about them in public, but no one was paying attention to us. Rooftops and balconies were packed with people trying to get a good view of the port, while the streets were even more crowded. Anticipation knotted through the crush below, with pale blue noorestones dotting the sea of dark faces and bright headscarves. Even with the god-shadowed hush, there was still enough ambient noise to obscure our conversation.

“We’ll find out when we get back.” Gerel glanced north, toward the Fire Rose Hotel, where we were all staying. “I don’t like so many of us being out at once. Altan could easily overpower Chenda and Zara. And Aaru is in no state to help.”

She said it without judgment, but just thinking about Aaru and his state was painful. He’d been physically present but emotionally absent ever since the earthquake.

“Altan could have left after”—I lowered my voice—“the battle at the ruins. But he didn’t. He stayed with us.” Maybe he’d been compelled by honor, but more likely he still needed something from us. He’d wanted to help us free the dragons, but I didn’t imagine he’d genuinely changed since his attack on Crescent Prominence.

“And he’s been useless ever since.”

I couldn’t argue with that. While we’d been going out in pairs to search for Nine, we kept Altan locked in a closet. Partly because we weren’t sure what to do with him, and mostly because we needed information, which he refused to give. Like where he’d sent Tirta and Elbena, who’d betrayed me, or Kelsine, the Drakontos ignitus we’d befriended.

“What do you think is going to happen when we find that spy—”

“Nine,” I said.

“Nine. Fine. Whatever. What do you think will happen when we find them, anyway?” Gerel asked.

“We’ll ask a thousand questions.” To start with. I needed to know more about the Algotti Empire, but that need was impossible to explain to the others. At least right now. Ever since we’d destroyed the ruins above Flamecrest and set the dragons free, something had been different. My dreams—previously just dreams of flying—felt stranger. Older. More powerful.

Gerel just shook her head. “I hope you’re making a list.”

“Of course.”

“It just doesn’t seem like enough. Listening to gossip. Looking for Nine. Keeping Altan locked in a closet. What are we doing here, besides waiting for the world to finish falling apart?”

“Trying to find a way to put it back together.”

“Unless you know something I don’t, I’m afraid that’s impossible.” She dropped her gaze to the noorestone in her hands. “Nothing better to do, though. I’d rather die doing something meaningful, but I’ll settle for staying busy.”

I’d never heard Gerel so morbid. For a moment, I considered telling her about my dreams. The dragon. The moons passing before the sun. But as the god shadow settled deeper over the city, casting the twisted streets into a premature darkness, a child began to cry. Followed by another, and another.

“I wish people would take their children inside before sundown.” Gerel fidgeted with the noorestone, making light bounce across her strong features. “How do you explain to them what happened? How do you tell them the world is ending, and there’s no way to fix it? Better to let them have some peace before the Great Abandonment takes them, too.”

“Ignorance isn’t the answer.” I looked at Gerel askance; she was the last person I’d have expected to advocate for sheltering children, but maybe that was because she’d never been sheltered. “But I am glad it isn’t our job to explain what’s happening. It was hard enough telling Ilina’s mother.”

Gerel gave a soft snort. “Seven gods, that was—”

At her oath, we both went quiet, a beat of discomfort drifting between us.

I pushed past it. “Even Zara took it better.” Perhaps that was unfair to my sister; she’d been uncharacteristically subdued these last five days. “I’m sure it won’t be long before her shock wears off and she starts demanding silk gowns to wear to the Great Abandonment.”

“I wish we’d sent her on the Chance Encounter with Ilina’s mother.” Gerel sighed. “But I understand why you said no.”

Mother had promised Zara that I’d protect her, and that was the last we’d seen of either of our parents. For all we knew, they were dead, killed when Altan’s warriors attacked Crescent Prominence and destroyed the council house. I might be the only person my sister had left.

I dropped my gaze to the noorestone-lit harbor, where dockworkers bustled around piers to prepare for the arrival of these new ships. Aside from the workers and their supervisors, the port was empty. All the crowds had been pushed outside the gates, held back by fences and squads of soldiers in flame-blue uniforms. Even the berths were mostly vacant; every ship that wasn’t in need of repairs had left as soon as possible, weighed down with medical supplies, food, blankets, and cots—whatever could be spared. It seemed impossible that anyone could have survived the god of silence rising up from the sea, but people had to search. Just in case.

“How long will we have to wait?” someone on the other side of the roof asked.

No one answered; no one knew.

Then.

I felt it.

Power called to me, and I answered.

I climbed to my feet, careful on the smooth tiles, and strained my eyes to peer farther into the god-shadowed sea. The sunset sky burned like hot iron over the water, and to the south I could just see the barest scrapes of land: Damyan, perhaps—the god of love. It was from that direction I could feel . . . something.

Noorestones.

Not just any noorestones. There was something different about these, something I couldn’t quite identify. Then, what I’d thought was land in the distance grew; it wasn’t land at all, but ships coming closer. They carried noorestones. Loud noorestones.

Most felt alike: they set a hum against my thoughts—making me aware of their presence without becoming intrusive.

But these would not be ignored. They were powerful. Old. Slightly . . . wrong, like a note just out of tune, not quite reaching true dissonance. They drew my thoughts into a current of uncontrollable curiosity, dampening the sounds of the city and surf.

I listed forward, the toe of one shoe thumping on the guardrail.

“Mira.” Gerel’s whisper was sharp, like it wasn’t the first time she’d said my name. “What are you doing?”

My heart thundered as I shook back into myself. I’d forgotten she was here; I’d forgotten anyone was here.

“It’s the noorestones.” My fingers curled around the cool iron rail. “They’re on the ships, coming toward us.”

As soon as the whisper left my lips, a shock of excitement traveled through the crowd. “There!” people cried, pointing toward the water, where ten enormous ships slipped into the god shadow. “Hope is on the way!”

The ships were huge, bigger than any I’d ever seen, save the Star-Touched and the Great Mace. They were ocean-crossing vessels, powered by immense, unstable noorestones that had—in one case—interacted badly with a dragon, causing an explosion that had taken the Infinity four and a half years ago.

But that wasn’t the truth. The imperial spy called Seven had told me the explosion of the Infinity was a test, a way to gauge the destructive potential of these giant noorestones.

He’d also said the Anaheran government was behind it.

“Do you think the noorestones are weapons?” Gerel’s question drew me back to now.

I glanced around, praying no one had overheard her, but voices rippled all around us, teeming with cautious optimism. On rooftops and balconies, people had lifted themselves up to get a better look at the huge ships. They weren’t just unusual; they were shocking.

Gerel tried again. “Do you think they plan to use the noorestones to hold cities hostage?”

I shook my head. “I think, for now, the noorestones are being used to power the ships.”

She frowned. “Doesn’t this class usually require three noorestones?”

“Usually.” I bit my lip, listening to the excitement build around us; the promised hope was almost here. “I think these will be slower than the Star-Touched or the Great Mace, but they’ll be able to outpace any other ship in any Fallen Isles fleet.”

Her frown deepened. “I wonder how they’ll match up against the black ships.”

“If we ever find Nine, we can ask them to race.” Right after we found out what they knew about Anahera’s role in the Mira Treaty. Seven had given us what information he possessed, but Nine had been working in Anahera for months.

A short, barked laugh escaped her. “I’m sure that’s what spies do in their free time.”

“Without a doubt.” My smile faded as I watched the ships come closer. “Remember when we first saw Seven’s ship?”

“I remember.” She crossed her arms over her chest as a sea breeze lifted from the water. “Chenda said she thought Anahera was building a new fleet. This is it.”

“That seems like a fair guess.” These were almost identical to the design of our other ocean-crossing vessels, made from wood, rather than metal like the imperial ship. “I suppose,” I murmured, “my question is why? Why build a fleet of ships this big? What use could anyone have of ships capable of crossing the ocean? There’s nowhere else to go.”

“There is the Algotti Empire.” Gerel’s tone was low, frightened, almost. “What if, on top of everything else, Anahera wants to take us to war against the Algotti Empire?”

Dread deepened inside of me. “Why?”

“There’s a lot about Anahera that doesn’t make sense.” She kept her voice soft so that the Anaherans around us wouldn’t overhear. None of this was the people’s fault, I kept reminding myself. We all had corrupt governments. We’d all been betrayed by the people sworn to protect us. This was just . . . so big.

I let my eyes travel across the city, to the Red Hall. Like most of Flamecrest, the capitol building was made from red sandstone, its upper walls adorned with polished rubies that shone like fire during the day.

That was where High Magistrate Paorah lived. Where he ruled. I’d been to the Red Hall during both of my previous visits to Anahera, and while my movements had been carefully monitored, I knew that much of the building was private, sectioned off not only for the high magistrate and his family, but for other purposes as well. Darker purposes, some claimed.

As the sun set fully behind the god of silence and dipped beneath the horizon, the ships moved into the harbor. They were brilliantly lit—almost cheery—with noorestones covering the decks and masts. Hopeful, at least as far as most people were concerned, but the dark chord of the giant noorestones slipped through the back of my head.

Something was deeply wrong. High Magistrate Paorah wouldn’t introduce this fleet here, now, without some reason. And I doubted hope was his true intention.

Excitement jumped like static through the crowd, intensifying as blue-clad guards bade people back off Revis Avenue, one of the seven major thoroughfares that radiated from the capitol building. Soon, a straight line from the port to the Red Hall appeared, along with fresh whispers about who or what was arriving. Regardless, the high magistrate would receive his delivery tonight, under the eager eyes of his people.

Then, a magnificent horsecarre—painted flame blue and detailed with gold—came down the newly cleared Revis Avenue. A team of white horses pulled it along the cobbled road, and though I couldn’t hear the clatter over the distance and noise of the hundreds of assembled onlookers, I could halfway feel it, rattling in the back of my head, along with the noorestones.

“That’s the high magistrate’s crest,” said someone on Gerel’s other side.

Another horsecarre followed the first, and then another, until fifteen waited along the road, just a short distance away from the port. Liveried guards stood at regular intervals along the road, their spines straight with attention. Swords gleamed in the steady light as they all faced the port entrance.

The gates opened wide, waiting.

Slowly, carefully, the ships drew up to their berths, glittering with the cool light of ten thousand bright crystals. The crews worked. Gangplanks were lowered. And handfuls of people—it was hard to tell how many from this far away—stepped onto the main decks of the immense, unfamiliar ships.

Whispers grew from our rooftop as people passed around a scope, like the kind Captain Pentoba used on the Chance Encounter:

“That one looks Bophan.”

And: “Is that one Hartan or Daminan? I can’t tell.”

And: “Those are Khulani clothes.”

At my side, Gerel tensed, but didn’t speak.

I wanted to ask the others if we could use their scope, but I didn’t even know their names, and Gerel had permitted me to come on the condition that I didn’t draw attention to myself. She didn’t want anyone recognizing my face, and while the long scar Elbena had given me provided a measure of anonymity—few people would see me as the Hopebearer—it also made me stand out in a new way. So I didn’t ask. I just leaned against the rail, heart pounding, and squinted through the gloom of dusk.

By the time the figures began moving down the gangplanks, full dark had arrived, and the bright glares of noorestones made it difficult to see details.

Without us asking, our hosts passed the scope to Gerel. She held the metal tube to her eye, and her breath hitched with alarm. “Seven gods.” She handed the scope to me.

For a moment, I saw only a dizzying blur of people and lights and water, but finally I figured out where to aim. And I saw.

There were three Khulani in warrior uniforms—

The familiar profile of First Matriarch Eka Delro—

And the stiff posture of Lady President Dara Soun.

The hope that High Magistrate Paorah had promised was the remaining governing bodies of the Fallen Isles.

The scope slipped from my hands. It would have fallen to the ground, crashing two floors down in an explosion of shattered glass and twisted metal, but Gerel snatched it from the air and returned it to the owner.

He—the owner—shot me a nasty look, but didn’t say anything as he went back to his friends.

Gerel turned to face me, using her body to block me from the others’ view, keeping her voice low. “What do you think this means?”

I wished I had a good answer, because it should have been such a comfort to see them down there. Given the cheers breaking out all through the streets, most people were comforted. They probably believed our governments had decided to do something about the Great Abandonment and—at last—take real action to preserve what was left of our world.

But they’d had that chance with the Mira Treaty, and they’d squandered it.

“He’s using their hope against them.” My voice fell flat, muffled under the din of speculation. “He’ll tell everyone this gathering is to find a way to stop the Great Abandonment, but—”

“It will be a lie,” Gerel finished.

Below, the officials strode past the guard-blocked crowds, their procession bracketed by delirious applause. Perhaps some were believers in the high magistrate. Most, even, since he’d been elected again and again. But all of these people?

A cynical part of me wondered if he had agents planted within the crowds, meant to guide group reactions.

I stared hard, watching as the officials began to reach the opulent horsecarres the high magistrate had sent for them. They didn’t get in yet, just stood and waved as the cheers escalated. Unease twisted through me as that place in the back of my head—the one that always counted whether or not I wanted to know—ticked off the number of people brought in by these giant ships.

It was difficult to make out individuals without the scope, but there seemed to be a lot more than I’d anticipated. Had the entire Twilight Senate come? The entire Matriarchy?

What a thought—all of the other islands without their leaders. The Luminary Council was gone, as far as I knew. And then there was the Idrisi government—the Silent Brothers—who had died along with the rest of the people of Idris when the god of silence lifted himself from the ocean.

Excitement built in the assembled crowd, hope in their voices. Even the other ten people on the roof with us spoke in eager tones.

“Finally, we’ll get some answers.”

“It won’t happen to us. We’re not like Idris.”

“I knew High Magistrate Paorah would have a plan. He is so wise.”

A shiver ran through me. They didn’t know, I reminded myself. They didn’t know that the high magistrate had effectively made all the other Fallen Isles his, thanks to the Mira Treaty.

Below, at some sort of signal I was too distant to see or hear, the officials began to climb into the horsecarres, ready to go to the Red Hall and join the high magistrate. Strange that he’d chosen to remain there, rather than come greet them.

Maybe it was just his way of putting himself above them. He was too busy, too important, to come down to the harbor. Besides, he’d gotten all of us to come here on his behalf. We were the greeting party.

“I think it’s time for us to go,” Gerel said. “Hopefully we can make it back to the hotel before anyone else has the same idea. We’ve seen all we needed, right?”

“Yes.” But even as the word came out, a familiar figure caught my eye. Tall and slim, dressed in a blue dress that swirled around her legs.

I must have gasped, or cried out, because Gerel straightened and followed my line of sight. “What is it?”

Confusion spun through my head, and my heart lurched between hope and grief. I’d know her shape anywhere: Mother.

Mother was here.

She was alive.

But where was Father?

I staggered, kept upright only by Gerel’s strong grip.

If Mother was here but Father was not, that could only mean that he was dead. That he’d been killed.

“All right, Fancy,” Gerel murmured, “we’re going now. Give me just a moment.”

My fingers ached from clutching the railing, but I nodded and she went to say good-bye to our hosts, thanking them for allowing us onto their roof to watch the ships’ arrival.

My mother’s arrival.

I had to tell Zara. And then I had to get to Mother.

All of the officials had climbed into their horsecarres by the time Gerel returned. Her tone was gentle as she guided me to the ladder. “Whatever it is, you’ll be all right. For now, let’s focus on getting back to the others in one piece.”

She went down the ladder first, onto the narrow balcony, then held it steady for me.

Three rungs. Four. Five.

Then—

Boom. Shocks rippled through the ground, and I dropped down the last rungs and spun to look toward Revis Avenue.

A spiral of smoke bloomed into the sky, so thick it blacked out the stars.

A house had exploded.





CHAPTER TWO
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SHOUTS OF EXCITEMENT SHIFTED INTO HORROR AS, like a plague, panic caught and carried through the people-choked streets. A roar of terror spilled over the night, pierced with screams and the siren wail of children crying.

“Dear Fallen Gods,” I breathed, stuck in a moment of pure shock—until I remembered my mother was down there, in one of the horsecarres careening wildly down the avenue. I had to help her.

“Let’s go, Fancy!” Gerel grabbed my sleeve and yanked me through the balcony doors. But even before we were inside the house, another great boom shook the city, like an attack of thunder.

This one was nearby. On this street.

Chaos escalated as people pushed and pulled, everyone trying to get somewhere safe. Wherever safe was anymore.

Thousands of terrified screams were sharp on our heels as we raced through our host’s upper dining room, silk curtains fluttering in our wake. Questions flickered through the back of my mind, but right now who and why didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was making it through this alive.

My heartbeat rushed in my ears as we hurtled ourselves down the curved staircase (fourteen steps), through three silk-covered archways, across one braided rug, and past two heartwood end tables. The numbers narrowed my thoughts, focusing me as I followed Gerel through the front door.

The streets were pure chaos. Fear and smoke saturated the air as people ran in every direction, shoving one another to get away from the black plumes twisting into the dark sky. A dirty, bitter scent coated the back of my throat. I gagged, staggering back toward the doorway, but a body slammed into mine, spinning me against the wall. Gerel grabbed my hand and pulled me north, toward the hotel.

She didn’t let go as we pushed through the crush of people. Our progress was terribly slow, and I had to fight my instinct to make way for others. There were too many people, and not nearly enough of us running in the same direction, but Gerel was a force: she didn’t hesitate to shove others aside and drag me along with her.

A third boom rattled the street, and a bright flare of fire lit the skyline ahead of us.

My heart kicked, and I tried to keep close to Gerel, but half the people who’d been running with us now turned and fled in the opposite direction.

“Mira, hurry!” Gerel was ahead of me, her fingers tight over mine. I pushed harder, trying to squeeze between a pair of burly men, and then—

My fingers slipped from Gerel’s.

One of the men shoved me aside, into another person. We tumbled, staggered, and by the time I looked up, Gerel was nowhere in sight—swallowed up by the chaos.

“Gerel!” My voice was lost under the cacophony of mass panic. “Gerel!”

As thousands of people grabbed and pushed around me, I scanned the tallest people nearby, but I couldn’t see her. She was gone.

The air soured with sweat, while dust and ash fell like mist. I coughed and gagged, catching myself as people plowed into me. I couldn’t stay here. I had to move. But Gerel . . .

I shouted her name again, but it was no use. The calamity was getting worse, and Gerel wouldn’t want me to waste time looking for her. She’d tell me to go straight to the hotel. She was probably halfway there already.

North. I searched for familiar landmarks and pushed through the throng, toward the Fire Rose Hotel. Gerel would be there when I arrived. She would be safe. Ilina and Hristo—who’d been wandering the markets looking for rumors about Nine—would be there already, too.

They had to be.

IT SEEMED LIKE ages that I fought my way north, block by block, pushing myself between terrified people. But eventually, the crowds thinned as others took side streets or ventured indoors. And, when no more explosions sounded, the mass panic began to ease.

Still, a bitter stench smothered the streets, and every crack or shout made me jump. Every flare of light felt sinister. Even the people skittering about the streets seemed filled up with potential danger. If only I had a knife. There were thousands of noorestones nearby, and I could use them to defend myself if necessary, but a knife would be obvious protection.

My heart pounded in my ears as I searched the flat-topped buildings for the Fire Rose Hotel. There. Two buildings down, gold flowers painted on the walls shone in the glow of streetlamps. I slowed to a walk, struggling to catch my breath in spite of the dust and smoke that hung in the air.

The double doors were solid bloodwood, bright with gilt vines growing up the polished surface. Extravagant, Gerel had called the hotel, but Captain Pentoba had warned us that less expensive places would be more of a risk, should anyone working there discover our identities. In Flamecrest, the wealthier innkeepers could afford to be loyal to their guests; they had far less incentive to talk to anyone about the people staying with them.

Of course, if the high magistrate wanted to know, anyone would tell him anything.

One glance over my shoulder—nothing but dust and darkness—and I pulled at the front door, ready to race up the stairs and make sure all my friends were accounted for.

The knob wouldn’t turn. Locked.

New fear spiked in my chest as I balled my fist and pounded on the door, trying not to think about what would happen if I couldn’t get in. Upstairs, LaLa whined; I didn’t hear it with my ears, but I felt it through our bond, which had only grown stronger since we’d rescued those dragons from the ruins.

“Go away!” a man shouted from the other side of the door. The owner. I recognized his voice; it sounded too deep for someone so wiry.

“I’m staying here. Please!” A wild note of terror edged my words, but I couldn’t stop it. “Tanhe, please!”

The lock clicked, and Tanhe peered out. At first, it looked like he didn’t remember me, but then his eyes caught on my scar; he hadn’t commented on it when we’d arrived five days ago, but he’d definitely been curious. Everyone was.

“Forgive me.” The door opened all the way, revealing the dark lobby. Everything held its breath, still and waiting for safety: the gold silk draped over the reception desk, the velvet covers over noorestones, even the sounds. A hush hung over the building, like everyone here was too afraid to even speak. “When we heard the explosions, I feared people would rush in and invade all the rooms, and our guests—you—would have nowhere safe to return to.”

I stepped inside, noting the sword clutched in Tanhe’s right hand, and the dagger still in its sheath. He had that backward, given the closer quarters. It didn’t inspire much confidence in his ability to protect his guests. Anyway, we were far enough away from the explosions that it was unlikely anyone would have come here seeking shelter, but no one knew if the explosions would continue, or if they’d spread farther throughout the city.

My boots tapped on the flame-blue tiles, crossing the lines of gold that swept into elaborate lala flowers. Days ago, coming to the Fire Rose had felt like a good omen—as much of a good omen as anything could be, with the god shadow swinging across the city every evening and our entire world falling apart. Now everything felt prickly. Dangerous. Nowhere was safe.

Tanhe quickly shut the door behind me, locking it. “You left with a friend, didn’t you?”

“I did.” I glanced at the vine-like staircase that grew in the center of the lobby, like a garden of iron bones. The steps were empty, at least on this level. “She didn’t get here before me?”

“I’m afraid not. There’s been no one.”

My heart sank. She should have arrived already. Gerel was stronger, faster. If she wasn’t here yet, she must be hurt.

I’d have to go back out and search for her.

Tanhe shifted his weight. He was a tall man, with deep brown skin and a narrow frame, and clearly uncomfortable with his height. His shoulders curled inward, ruining the lines of his fine linen jacket. “The two of you went to the harbor, didn’t you?”

I nodded, nerves jangling inside my head. And now that we were closer, LaLa’s worry tugged at my heart.

“What was on the ships?” Tanhe asked. “Did you see?”

Traitors.

But I couldn’t say that.

“Governments.” My voice sounded thin—wispy with smoke. “I saw the Twilight Senate, the Warrior Tribunal—all the others, except for the Silent Brothers and the Luminary Council.”

Mother had been there, though, wearing the same dress as when I’d last seen her. I wished I knew what that meant—if she’d been taken against her will, or if she was being treated well. . . .

Worry darkened Tanhe’s eyes. “I wonder if the explosions were meant to harm them in some way.”

“Perhaps,” I said slowly. “But no one knew who was coming.”

He nodded.

“It seems more likely that the explosions were meant to cause chaos among the people. There were thousands of us out there.” I didn’t know who would do that, though, or why. Then again, it wasn’t my job to find out. I had more important things to worry about, and surely High Magistrate Paorah and the Fire Ministry would make a thorough investigation. “My friend is still out there. I’m going to get someone to help me look for her, but if she arrives before we come down, please make sure she’s allowed in.”

He nodded. “Of course. It will be my honor.”

What a strange thing to say. I narrowed my eyes at him as I moved toward the grand stairs in the center of the lobby.

“All of my guests are like family,” he said. “Those on the third floor especially.”

Suspicion clawed at me, but I didn’t waste any more time. I took the stairs two at a time, climbing to the top floor.

Chenda stood in the doorway when I arrived, holding out LaLa’s tether for me. I took the worn leather—and LaLa—and stroked my little dragon’s head. Together again.

“Where is Gerel?” Worry twisted Chenda’s words into a sharp knot. “Is she hurt?”

“I’m not sure. We were separated during the stampede. What about—”

I didn’t have to finish the question. Hristo pushed past her, into the hall, and took in my torn dress, the bitter stench of explosives clinging to my hair and clothes, and the shortness of my breath.

“I should have gone to look for you.” With his good hand, he took my arm to steady me. Beyond him, Ilina watched us from the parlor, relief clear on her face. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine,” I said, pulling LaLa closer to me. “It’s good you came back here. We’d never have found each other out there.”

He didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t press.

“We have to go find Gerel,” I said. “I just came up here to get one of you.”

Hope lit Chenda’s eyes, but Hristo was already guiding me into the suite. “Not like this. Rest for a minute and give her time to get here. If she isn’t back in half an hour, I’ll look for her.”

“But—”

“No.” He spoke firmly. “Give her half an hour. This is Gerel. If anyone can handle themselves out there, it’s her.”

Exactly. And if she wasn’t back yet, then something had clearly happened.

But there was no use arguing with Hristo when he was acting as my protector, and for ten years I’d been told to obey Hristo in emergencies. It was hard to ignore that kind of training. “Ten minutes.” My knees buckled as I walked. Not much, but Hristo’s grip on my arm tightened, and LaLa squawked with renewed concern. “Ten minutes,” I said, “and then I’m looking for her, with or without you.”

He sighed but nodded. “Fine. Sit, though. Before you fall.”

Chenda flashed me a tight smile as she shut the door after us, but she didn’t move far from it.

I sank into one of the cushioned chairs and focused on breathing. Knots loosened. My heartbeat eased. When Ilina knelt beside me with my bottle of calming pills, I shook my head. “I’m all right now. It’s passed.”

She squeezed my arm, then went back to her own chair, where she’d fastened Crystal’s tether. The dragons must have been terrified by the noise if Ilina had put their hunting gear on them, but it was probably the best choice.

Zara stood by the window, holding the gauzy curtains closed. She’d been looking outside again, most likely, even though she knew how dangerous it was. But I couldn’t be mad at her, not knowing how relieved she’d be to learn that Mother had arrived on one of those ships and that she wasn’t completely alone after all.

“What?” Zara wrinkled her nose at me. “Why are you staring like that?”

I breathed deeply, letting the fuzz of adrenaline slip away. Quickly, I told the others about the noorestones, the ships, and the government officials marching down the street. “And then I saw her.” I looked at Zara. “I saw Mother.”

My sister’s jaw dropped, and a second later, she sat on the floor. Hard. “You saw Mother.”

I nodded.

“Liar,” she whispered.

“I’m not lying.”

“Mira, are you sure?” Chenda’s tone was gentle. “You said everyone was far away. Maybe you only thought you saw her.”

“Did you see Father?” Zara’s eyes were wide, eager. “Was he with her?”

“What about my father?” Hope deepened Hristo’s voice.

I shook my head. “I know it was her. I’d know her anywhere.” I looked at my sister, then Hristo. “But she was alone. I’m sorry.”

His eyes went glassy with tears, but he just swallowed and gave a single nod. Both of us knew that our fathers’ absence meant they were likely dead.

“Mother is here.” Zara pulled her knees up to her chest. Tears trickled down her cheeks, but she didn’t bother to wipe them away. “How do you think she ended up on that ship? Do you think the warriors let her go because of her charm? Do you think the high magistrate went to save her? Do you think the explosions were meant to hurt her?”

“I don’t know.”

“When are we going to get her?”

“I don’t know,” I said again. “She’s with High Magistrate Paorah.”

“Did you even try to get to her?” Zara scrambled to her feet. “Did you even want to get her? All the gods! You care about everyone else more than you care about Mother and me.”

“That’s not true.” But my protest was too slow. Too late. Before I could say anything else, she’d stormed through the door to the room she and I shared.

Slam. She let out a muffled scream, and something crashed, but then the washroom door slammed, too.

I started after my sister, but Ilina took my elbow and pulled me back. “She’ll come around when she’s ready.”

My sister hated me. She would never come around.

“What’s happening out there?” Altan’s bellow came from his closet in the boys’ room. “What were those explosions?”

“He’s been yelling for an hour.” Chenda glanced at the door. “Just ignore him.”

That was what we usually did.

I dropped my face to LaLa’s and breathed in her smoky scent.

“Let’s find Gerel,” Chenda said. “I’ll get the medical kit. She might be hurt.”

I stood, looking for a place to fasten LaLa’s tether; she would not be coming with us. “I’ll see if Aaru can listen for her.” It seemed unlikely, since he’d barely moved for five days, but maybe he could hear her and give us a direction, or—

Thuds sounded on the stairs, coming all the way up to the third floor. My heart wrenched up into my throat as Chenda rushed for the door and threw it open just as Gerel reached the top of the stairs, her face dark with unease. Dust coated her clothes and skin, but she was whole.

“Gerel!” Relief soared through me. Thank all the gods she’d made it back. “We were just coming to look for you.”

“No need.” She glanced through the room, making sure everyone was accounted for—although Aaru was still in his room, Zara was in hers, and Altan was locked inside a closet. “Everyone’s safe?” she asked.

“Yes, we’re fine.” More or less. I turned my chair—now with soot smears marring the cream fabric—so that she could rest, but she waved it away.

“What about you?” Chenda took Gerel’s hand. “You’re all right? Not hurt?”

Gerel scoffed and lifted her chin, as though to say she was above getting hurt. But she squeezed Chenda’s hand nonetheless. “I’m fine. Sorry to worry you.” Those last words were for Chenda, mostly. To the rest of us, she said, “I took a detour to find out what happened.”

“You left Mira alone,” Hristo said. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

She rolled her eyes. “Trust her a little more, will you? I knew she’d come straight back here. No one was looking for her out there. They were all too busy trying to get themselves to safety.”

“I was all right.” I touched Hristo’s arm. “I was more worried for Gerel than myself.”

“You’re always more worried for other people.” Hristo looked down at me. “That’s why I worry.”

I couldn’t make myself smile, because Gerel’s expression turned grim.

“People were killed in the explosions,” she said. “And others were injured during the panic after. I don’t know how many, but I know it’s bad out there. People are terrified.”

Of course they were. They should be. Back in Crescent Prominence, Altan’s warriors had caused a massive explosion that had taken out the council house, and my noorestone power had almost destroyed the Lexara Theater in Val fa Merce. How could people have known whether this one was connected to the others or not?

“Everyone thinks High Magistrate Paorah will put the entire city under martial law.” A muscle ticced in Gerel’s jaw. “Curfew, checkpoints, and limited movements. The last time they were under martial law, people were discouraged from leaving their homes except in emergencies, and even then a guard might detain them for looking suspicious.”

A chill ran through my entire body.

“What do we do?” Ilina blew out a breath. “What can we do?”

“Did you have any luck finding Nine?” Gerel asked.

“No.” Hristo frowned and readjusted his sling. “Nothing. Nine is so well hidden they may as well not exist. And it’s going to be even more difficult to find them with martial law.”

The high magistrate was in control now, not just of Anahera, but of all the remaining governments of the Fallen Isles. “He brought them here for a reason,” I muttered. “For hope, he claims. Everyone thinks he’s going to do something to prevent the Great Abandonment.”

“How?” Chenda shook her head. “The gods are already rising. Is it possible to make them stop? Is it possible to make them lie down again?”

“I don’t know.” A memory tugged at me. Or a dream. Fire and bones brimming with power. I shook it away, even as LaLa nudged at me with keen excitement. “If he brought all the other governments here, he has a plan to share with them. We need to be there, both to hear firsthand what he tells them, and to find Nine.” Not to mention, my mother would be there. She was alive.

“Because an imperial spy wouldn’t miss that kind of meeting for anything.” Ilina nodded. “All right. Then we need to figure out when they’re talking, and how we’ll get in.”

“That’s the easy part, isn’t it?”

Everyone looked at me, question in their eyes.

“I’m the Hopebearer. I’ll announce myself and walk in through the front door.”





THE DRAKONTOS CELESTUS

SOMEWHERE—

Sometime—

In a deep and distant memory—

Great bones slept beneath the earth.

The anatomy was unusual, at least to anyone who’d studied dragons before. The shape of the scapula, the length of the ulna, and the curve of the keel: all were different from any other dragon on record. Indeed, in a certain light, these bones even seemed to have iridescent scales.

Such a strange dragon, locked away in the crust of the earth, buried under layers of mineral-rich strata. She didn’t belong there. Her place was somewhere else, in a land made of fallen stars and undeniable gods.

But across time and distance and death, the first dragon reached.

“BRING ME HOME.”





CHAPTER THREE
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“DEFINITELY NOT.”

“That’s a terrible idea.”

“Why would you even suggest that?”

I waited until their comments were finished before I said, “It’s the most straightforward plan.”

“It’s the worst plan,” Gerel muttered. “You’ve been hiding your identity for decans. Why expose yourself now?”

“We want to find Nine, don’t we?”

“Not at the expense of your safety,” Hristo said.

I smiled a little. “We were running from Altan. Now he’s locked in the closet. Anyway, I don’t think my identity is as secret as we thought. Tanhe knows who I am.”

“What?” Ilina’s mouth dropped open. “Are you sure? How do you know?”

“We’ve been using the papers we bought in Val fa Merce.” Chenda crossed her arms, and she had the look of someone already composing a letter of complaint.

I perched on the arm of the sofa and sighed, pulling LaLa toward my shoulder. She started licking my face, as though to wash off the stink of explosions. “He didn’t outright say anything, but it seemed like he was hinting that he knew.”

“Then we can’t be sure,” Chenda said.

“I can get answers.” Gerel’s tone was dark.

I held up a hand. “No, it’s all right. He clearly understands that we’re trying to keep our identities secret. We used false papers, and he said it’s important to protect his guests. It shouldn’t be a surprise, though. Zara looks similar enough to me. And my scar doesn’t make me look like a different person.”

“And we paid with dragon figurines.” Ilina dragged her hands down her face. “That was stupid.”

In addition to Captain Pentoba’s influence (she knew everyone in every port, and they all seemed to owe her favors), we’d given him a few of the dragon figurines I’d brought from my home in Crescent Prominence. They were worth a small fortune, as some had real gemstones embedded in them, while others were made of precious metals. They were exquisitely detailed, crafted with care, and on Anahera, they were worth thousands of lumes.

“I agree with Feisty,” Gerel said. “It was a poor move on our part, but we were in shock after the earthquake.”

We were still in shock.

“Which is why we need to think about this,” she went on. “Mira, regardless of Altan’s whereabouts, you were still a prisoner in the Pit. We were all prisoners there. Exposing yourself puts everyone at risk.”

I closed my eyes and exhaled slowly. “You’re right. But if we want to make a difference in the world, we have to take risks. We can’t put our own safety above the survival of the Fallen Isles, and Nine might know how to help us.”

“How so?” Gerel leveled her scowl at me.

I couldn’t answer that without sounding crazy, but I knew that finding Nine was the first step. I dreamed of dragon bones and eclipses every night, and even if my human self couldn’t put together all the clues—not yet—this dragon side knew something important.

LaLa clicked urgently and thumped her nose against my jaw. She knew, too: we had to find Nine to find the bones.

“If we knew there was a way to prevent the Great Abandonment from progressing, I’d agree with you.” Chenda’s tone was gentle. “But we must consider our own safety.”

“No one else has to go,” I said. “We can take measures to protect everyone, but sooner or later, someone—not just Tanhe—is going to recognize me and ask questions. I’d rather do this on my terms.”

The others were quiet a moment, and finally Ilina nodded. “All right. We’ll find out when the meetings will be.”

Hristo just sighed, but he didn’t fight me again.

“One problem.” Chenda studied my face. “There’s a false Hopebearer somewhere out there.”

Tirta. When I’d refused to follow their orders, the Luminary Council dressed her up as me. And people had believed the charade.

“Then we find her,” I said. “We’ll put her in a closet, too.”

“Our closets are getting awfully crowded.” But Gerel smiled a little, clearly pleased to have a task. Without waiting for anyone, she marched into the boys’ room and threw open the closet door where we’d been keeping Altan.

The rank odor of unwashed warrior filled the room.

Ilina made a faint retching noise. “Don’t you let him bathe?”

Hristo shrugged. “We let him out to relieve himself, but this is a desert. The sign in the washroom says not to waste water.”

“Consider this a necessity,” she said. “Tanhe is going to kill us when he finds out we’ve been keeping dragons here, and a stinking warrior.”

I followed behind the others, while Ilina and Hristo talked, and Gerel pulled the gag off Altan.

Aaru was sitting on his bed, motionless, same as he’d been since we’d arrived. As far as I knew, he got up to use the washroom and bathe, and sometimes the food we left for him disappeared, but he was losing weight. His skin, once a warm brown, deeper after all the sunshine, had a gray cast to it now. I sat next to him every day, just being present, but I could never tell if it made a difference.

“Fancy.” Gerel glanced over her shoulder. “Your turn.”

I passed LaLa to Chenda, then squeezed around Ilina and Hristo to stand next to Gerel. She had a hand resting on her knife, but she didn’t draw it. Not yet. Altan’s wrists were cuffed behind his back, and the burn scabs on his face were freshly bandaged; they’d come open during the fight in the ruins and begun oozing something foul. Still, somehow, he stood inside the closet as though he was the one in charge.

“Hello, Hopebearer.” He grinned. The reek of his breath was almost unbearable.

I didn’t waste time with niceties. “Where are Tirta and Elbena?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t I tell you? You can have them when I get what I want.”

“You’re not one of us,” I hissed. “You don’t get to know the things we know. You are a prisoner.”

His shoulders lifted slightly in a faint shrug. “Very well. Then I suppose you’ll just never know where I’ve put them.”

Fury blackened the edges of my vision. “You will tell me,” I breathed. “You will tell me now.”

“Will you torture me, Hopebearer?”

No, I wouldn’t. He knew I wouldn’t. I wasn’t like him. I wouldn’t hurt people to get what I wanted. But maybe I could give him an incentive. “What about a bath?”

“I’m not interested in you like that,” he said. “But it’s thoughtful of you to offer.”

Gerel drew her knife halfway from its sheath. “Watch your tone.”

“Tell me where they are,” I said, “and you’ll have a nice half hour to bathe. The hotel has a lovely jasmine-and-honey soap you might consider using. We’ll even make sure your closet is aired and cleaned.”

He lifted his shoulders and sniffed. “I don’t mind a little bit of filth. All I want is to know everything you know.”

I sighed, regretting it instantly. We all knew he was getting a bath no matter what.

“High Magistrate Paorah has gathered up all the remaining island governments. Since your warriors killed the rest of the Luminary Council, the high magistrate will be searching for Elbena. It wouldn’t hurt him to have Tirta, either, since she’s pretending to be me.”

If there was anything redeeming about Altan, beyond his devotion to dragons, it was that he was smart. He put things together. He knew what I wasn’t saying, even if he didn’t understand that Anahera was behind the Mira Treaty, not the Algotti Empire like he believed.

“You don’t trust the high magistrate.”

“I don’t have a reason to trust most governments right now,” I said. “So no, I don’t want him to have any version of a Hopebearer to parade around. Who knows what he might use her for?”

He glared beyond me, thinking. Then, finally, he said, “All right. They’re in a house on Weber Street. But you have to go yourself. My people will speak only to you or me, and I don’t expect you’ll invite me to go with you.”

“Not a chance.”

He shrugged. “Your loss.”

I turned to Gerel and Chenda. “Tonight. The longer we wait, the more likely it is the high magistrate gets to them first.”

“We’ll get ready,” Chenda said.

For the first time since the earthquake, I felt . . . good wasn’t the right word. How could I, with a risen god on the horizon and the boy I loved so devastated he could barely move? But I felt resolved. Determined. Focused. We had a goal and a plan. And—if my dragon dreams were real—maybe we had a reason to hope.

HRISTO PULLED ME aside before I left.

“I wish you’d take fewer risks,” he said.

“You heard Altan,” I said. “His warriors won’t give up Tirta and Elbena for anyone else. I have to go.”

He sighed. “Not just this time, but earlier. Anyone else could have gone to see the ships. Gerel could have gone by herself. And all the times you went to the markets . . .”

“You don’t have to worry about me,” I whispered. “Besides, it’s only fair I do my share of the work. I can’t ask anyone to go anywhere I’m not willing to go.”

He just looked at me sadly. “I know you have incredible power over noorestones and dragons now, but that doesn’t mean I won’t worry. I’m not just your protector, Mira. I’m your friend. Never forget that.”

I hugged him as tight as I could, and then Gerel cleared her throat from the doorway. “Are we actually doing this tonight, or are you just going to share feelings until Paorah finds us here?”

I rolled my eyes, but I pulled away from Hristo. “I’ll be careful.”

Together, Chenda, Gerel, and I crept down the stairs and through the lobby. It seemed so mundane. Part of me had wondered if we might rappel out the window, or climb up to the roof and jump from building to building, but of the three of us, Gerel was the only one with any of the necessary skills.

“Excuse me.” Tanhe appeared from behind the desk. “Where are you going?”

“Nowhere you need to know about,” said Gerel.

“Martial law is—”

“Are you going to tell anyone?” I lifted an eyebrow.

“If the high magistrate asks—”

“Does the high magistrate come here often?” I asked. “Do his guards usually have reasons to ask questions about your guests?”

He sputtered a little. “No, I— No, of course not.”

I angled my scar away from him, so that he’d only see the Hopebearer, and I offered the kind of warm smile that put even the most nervous of people at ease. “We’re only going to find a couple of friends. After the explosions earlier, we want to make sure they’re safe. This is a safe hotel, isn’t it?”

“Absolutely,” he assured me. “I’ll stay up, of course. And wait for you. In case you need anything. Something to eat or extra toiletries for your friends. Whatever you need.”

Again, I flashed the Hopebearer smile. “Thank you so much for your help,” I said. “And your discretion.”

Then, Gerel, Chenda, and I went through the front door.

“And to think,” Gerel said, keeping her voice low, “you claim you don’t possess Daminan charm. But if I didn’t just witness it there . . .”

I shook my head and smiled. “That’s not charm. Just the Hopebearer effect. No, if you want to see charm, you should see my mother. Even Zara, when she tries.” My throat tightened up at the thought of Mother in the high magistrate’s hands. From here, we could just see the tops of the Red Hall, its noorestones lighting up the gemstones.

“All right,” Chenda said. “Hush, both of you.”

Though only a couple of hours had passed since the explosions, the streets were dark. Empty. Even so, we kept to the side streets and pockets of deepest shadows.

The air smelled wretched, like dust and smoke and a thousand other things I couldn’t fully identify. A deep, fearful part of me wondered if I was smelling the bodies of people who’d died, but I didn’t let that thought finish forming before I squashed it back down. It was too horrible to contemplate.

Gerel and I kept close to Chenda, letting her shadows darken around us. Having Aaru’s silence would have been useful, too, but this wasn’t the time to ask him to use the gift of his god.

I didn’t even know if he could anymore.

Worries haunted me as we made our way through the dark, dust-choked city. I had never seen it so deserted. During the day, even with the horror of the Great Abandonment sitting on the horizon, the narrow, twisty streets were always filled with a steady roar of voices, punctuated by occasional shrieks of laughter or outrage. On corners, people usually begged for spare coins, but everything was empty now. Even the heavy carts that were pressed up to the sides of buildings had no merchants standing there, no one calling out for buyers seeking silks or honey or spiced cloudfish. There was no clatter of horsecarres, no tolling bells, no shouts of police struggling to create orderly traffic.

The quiet was eerie. Uncomfortable. Unbearable, so soon after disaster. That was why people had gathered together after Idris rose up from his seabed, rattling the bones of the earth and causing the western horizon to darken with a silent promise: worse would come; the Great Abandonment was upon us.

People had needed community. Companionship.

But now, just two hours after explosions rang through the streets of Flamecrest, there was nothing.

“We’ll have to run,” Gerel said as we reached Revis Avenue. We had to cross, but there were no shadows to hide in, no crowds to get lost in. “One at a time. Keep your steps light, and aim yourself there.” She pointed to a pocket of darkness between an abandoned food cart and a bank. “Mira, you first.”

My back was pressed against a building. I hated the thought of crossing the street, so exposed to anyone who might be looking down from a building, but I’d made the decision to come out tonight. I had to do this. And I had to do it first.

I sucked in a deep breath and set my eyes on the food cart, and then, nerves steeled, I pushed myself off the wall and sprinted. One, two, three: I ran on the balls of my toes, keeping my breaths long and even. I felt too slow, too clumsy.

And when I reached the middle of the street, I could look to my left and see the Red Hall all the way down the illuminated stretch of road, glowing so bright it washed out the stars.

The building was immense, imposing. It seemed like an eye that stared straight down at me.

My mother was in that building.

Then I was across the street, tucked away in the shadows Gerel had indicated.

Chenda came next, graceful in her long strides. She crouched next to me while we watched Gerel.

Then I heard them: footfalls. The steady cadence of guards patrolling the area came from behind Chenda and me, moving straight for Gerel.

Chenda noticed at the same time as I did, and I knew she didn’t think—she just acted—because at once, shadows fell across the street where Gerel was running. A moment later, Chenda hissed, realizing her mistake. The sudden darkness would make Gerel more obvious than she had been before.

A small shout sounded. The footfalls sped up. The guards had noticed.

I squeezed myself between the building and the cart, trying to make myself as tiny as possible next to Chenda.

We needed a distraction. Something to hide this shadow and let Gerel through.

As the guards went rushing by, I reached out with my mind, touching all the noorestones nearby—and pushed their inner fire away, toward noorestones farther down the road.

Darkness rippled, spreading both ways down Revis Avenue. Lights dimmed and went out.

The guards stopped on the other side of the cart, and in the moonslight, I could just see the tops of their heads. They looked from side to side, shifting their weight.

“What happened?” asked one.

“Can noorestones do that?”

Both stood there, letting their eyes adjust to the darkness, while Gerel slipped behind the cart with Chenda and me. It was cramped, but we kept as quiet as possible. I wished we had Aaru’s silence.

Now that she was safe, I allowed the noorestones to shine again, one at a time.

“Strange.” The first guard took a few steps forward.

“Lots of strange things today.” The second followed a moment later. Both, I saw now, had their weapons drawn. “Those explosions, the raids, martial law. Now this? Do you ever wonder—”

“Don’t finish that question.” The first guard looked sharply at his friend. “You know better.”

The second guard sucked in a deep breath. “Right. Sorry.” They were quiet a moment, still creeping forward as the last of the noorestones illuminated once more. “Maybe they will fix this at the summit,” he said. “The Great Abandonment, I mean, not the noorestones.”

“Wouldn’t hurt if someone fixed the noorestones, too, though.” The first guard shot a nervous smile over his shoulder, and then they were taking long, steady strides across the street.

Huddled in the shadows behind the cart, my shoulder pressed up against Chenda’s, I let out a long sigh.

“Sorry,” Chenda whispered. “I panicked.”

“It’s all right.” Gerel took Chenda’s hand and squeezed. “They didn’t see us.”

We watched the guards until they disappeared down the road, and then we drew ourselves up to walk the last few streets. How would we get Tirta and Elbena to the hotel like this?

Finally, we reached the house Altan had told us about.

Weber Street was quiet—residential, with all the curtains closed as far as I could see. Not a hint of noorestone light shone anywhere except on the streetlamps.

I steeled myself and crept up to the door.

And listened.

Wind breathed down the street.

Noorestones hummed in the back of my head.

And my heartbeat thudded in my ears.

No sounds came from inside the house, but maybe everyone was sleeping. If Aaru had been here, he’d have been able to say for sure.

Cautiously, I gave a soft knock, waited, and when no one answered, I knocked again.

Nothing.

Gerel and Chenda exchanged worried glances. “Try to open it,” whispered Chenda.

I tried to turn the knob, but it caught. Locked.

Gerel shifted us all around so that she stood closest to the door. She tested the knob, as though confirming I wasn’t just terrible at opening doors, and then gave a sharp twist. The door swung open, and the smell hit.

It was a terrible, sick odor, like someone hadn’t made it to the washroom in time. The stink rolled from the front door and knocked all three of us back a couple of steps. “Seven gods.” I coughed. “That’s vile.”

Chenda’s face was drawn with disgust as she pulled her shirt up to cover her nose and mouth. “It smells worse than the sewage holes in the Pit.”

Even Gerel looked ready to vomit, but she just shook her head, silently ordering us to stop talking, and pushed the door open wider.

It was dark inside, but there was a covered noorestone on the wall right beside the door. After checking that the door was shut behind us and the window curtains drawn tight, I lifted the velvet away and let cool blue light shine across the parlor. Empty. Except . . .

Red-brown streaks marred the golden hardwood floor, making a choppy trail into the hall. Gerel knelt and held out a hand for the noorestone, which I gave to her.

“It’s blood,” she said. “Dry now.”

The three of us went from room to room, finding only bloody trails—evidence that something terrible had happened here. The stench of bodily waste grew stronger as we reached the back of the house
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