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      The three books of The Horn (Oathbreaker, Original, and Overseer) are set in the same world as my earlier novel, Dreaming Death. The events in this book take place earlier than those in Dreaming Death by several months and happen in a different province of Larossa.

      Horn Province is little heeded by the rest of the country of Larossa. It’s farther north, relatively poor, and sparsely populated due to its mountainous nature. It’s also home to the largest glacier in the country (Horn Glacier), which once covered much of Lee Province as well. The glacier is a royal preserve, and none are allowed to trespass there.

      When the Anvarrid invaded the country of Larossa, they had difficulty getting any Anvarrid House ruler to take over that province. The Senate finally sent representatives of the House of Evaryen to the province to take over running it. The Evaryen intermarried regularly with the Horn Family, and eventually decided to officially change their name to the House of Horn, making it the only Anvarrid House with a Family name.
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      The tent was empty. Amal knelt to peer farther inside, her heavy overcoat bunching about her heels in the snow. The tent was easily large enough for a few people, but a single pack rested against the tent wall next to a pile of clothing, neatly stacked. Atop that lay a leather book. She pushed into the tent and, holding the flap open with one foot, grabbed the book.

      Whoever had set up the tent here was trespassing. She was within her rights to seize everything.

      She backed out of the tent into the chill air. The storm had passed, leaving the late spring sky brilliant and the snow blinding. If not for the wind, it would be beautiful. And without clouds, it was even colder now, turning the occasional gusts that swept over the glacier from the west into knives of ice.

      Amal adjusted her scarf to better cover her mouth and studied her prize. The book had a clever little locking flap—a journal, perhaps. In the dim light inside the tent, Amal hadn’t seen a key, so she crammed the book into a pocket of her overcoat to peruse later.

      Jan and Freja were still inspecting the snow-covered area. Jan’s black wool overcoat flapped in the wind, and all Amal could see of his face were his dark eyes, the only part of his face not covered by hood and scarves. They were all dressed the same, in the Horn Family uniform—unrelieved black—but Freja didn’t have Jan’s bulk or height. That made the two of them easy to tell apart. Freja waded through the snow, gazing downward for signs of the tent’s owner. Her eyes lifted and met Amal’s across the distance, and she shook her head. Amal waved her on.

      Freja turned to resume her search and pitched over headlong into the snow, a quick sense of panic flaring across Amal’s senses as she fell.

      Jan reached Freja first as she struggled to regain her feet, likely blinded by all the snow caught in her hood. He hauled her up, pushed back her hood, and brushed the snow out of it. His relief was palpable to Amal even at a distance, so she knew Freja was unhurt.

      Freja yanked off one mitten and unwrapped her scarf from her mouth. She wiped her pale face clear with it. “I think I tripped over a body,” she yelled toward Amal.

      Amal slogged that way. The late storm had dumped a foot of dry snow across the glacier. Apparently, their trespasser had never left his camp—he must have been caught out in it. By the time she’d reached Jan and Freja, they had uncovered a bare foot—a very bad sign.

      “Snow madness?” Amal asked. People did that sometimes when they were freezing. They stripped off clothing in the misplaced belief that they were overheating. She’d never witnessed it herself, but everyone who lived close to the glaciers knew the dangers of the cold.

      Jan just grunted at her as he worked to dig the man out. It was clearly a man, Amal could tell now, curled up on his side, fair-skinned like Jan and Freja. Amal carefully shifted the snow from his legs. Don’t want to break off any toes.

      Freja had set her outer mittens aside and uncovered the man’s face with gloved fingertips. “I think he’s alive,” she shouted over a sudden blast of wind.

      “Why did you think he’s out here?” Amal shouted back.

      “Maybe he tried to kill himself,” Jan yelled in turn.

      Amal had one foot uncovered now, all the toes intact, if pale. She paused. From what she’d heard, joining the snow was one of the easier choices. Depending on how long he’d been buried, he was likely to lose his feet. Possibly his hands; he hadn’t been wearing gloves either. “You think we should leave him?”

      “We need to know why he’s out here,” Jan said, sounding unexpectedly loud as the wind eased. “So we’re keeping him alive,” he finished in a more reasonable voice.

      Even if he doesn’t want it. Amal moved more snow, locating the other bare foot under the first. This man had lain down in the snow half-dressed. Jan was likely right about his motive. If that was the case, the incoming storm had covered him with snow, providing a blanket against the cold, but defeating him in his goal.

      Jan had uncovered most of the man’s legs by that time. “Think we’re ready to lift him?” Jan asked. When Amal nodded, he added, “You take the feet.”

      Amal kept her hands around the man’s bare feet. Freja worked a hand under his neck and grasped his folded hands with the other as Jan squatted down and lifted the man from the snow. The trespasser might be nearly as tall as Jan, but not as heavy. Jan carried him easily, moving straight toward the abandoned tent.

      Amal went in first and removed her gloves as they dragged the man into his tent. His skin was pale and cold, but when she touched his cheek, it wasn’t stiff. That was a good sign.

      After securing the buttons of the tent flap, Jan helped Freja get the man out of his icy clothes and then covered again. Fortunately, the tent held enough blankets that they wouldn’t all freeze but moving around in the tight space was difficult. Once they had the man wrapped, Freja shifted places with Jan—an awkward process. As Jan found his box of matches and lit the small lantern at the apex of the tent, Freja crouched near the flap. She took off her gloves and reached under the blanket to feel the stranger’s feet. Trained as an infirmarian, she had the most familiarity with frostbite of the three of them.

      Amal held in her impatience. The man was an inconvenience. They hadn’t planned to stay here, certainly not overnight. If they didn’t start back soon, though, they wouldn’t reach the camp, so it was either abandon the man now . . . or stay overnight and take him back in the morning.

      Amal frowned at him. He was fair-skinned, as if he had blood from one of the Six Families, but brown haired. That hinted at mixed blood. In fact, his coloration was similar to Jan’s, even if the resemblance ended there, and Jan was half Family and half Anvarrid. The trespasser didn’t have the curved nose often associated with the Anvarrid, but Amal didn’t either, and she was nearly full-blooded. The man’s scant beard—unlike Jan’s full one—could come from any number of peoples. “What color are his eyes?”

      “Brown, I think,” Freja answered, pressing the man’s left hand between her own. “Dark.”

      “How bad is he?” Amal asked through suddenly chattering teeth. Now that they were out of the wind, she’d started to shiver. Her fingers began to sting.

      “I don’t think he was out there too long,” Freja said briskly. “Not as cold as I feared; he has circulation in his extremities. No sign of frostbite. Marks of old chilblains on his feet, but nothing terrible.”

      “He had to have been out there before the snowfall,” Jan insisted. “He was buried. So, early last night at the latest.”

      “No. Can’t be,” Freja said. “He’d be dead.”

      Amal turned her attention to the man’s supplies. She opened his pack and picked through the provisions on the top. Dried fruit and nuts, jerked meat, a shortbread that appeared to have almonds and apricots in it. Expensive supplies. The pack itself was one he might have picked up in the capital or any other large city: machine sewn goods. She rifled through his stack of clothes, lifting out a lightweight tunic. She held it up closer to the light and peered at the stitching. Machine work, but slightly off from what she usually saw.

      The wind howled outside the tent, making the sides flap noisily. “I don’t care,” Jan said once it had subsided. “We have to get him warm.”

      Amal watched doubtfully as her brother began stripping off his jacket. Ever practical, Jan was. “What do we know about this man, Jan?”

      “He’s been in the cold long enough that if Freja’s wrong, he may not have any toes left,” Jan said curtly.

      Amal sighed. “We should have let him die.”

      “No,” Jan insisted. “I’m not letting him go before he answers our questions.”
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      Dalyan awoke in a strange afterlife where he was surrounded by flesh and encased in warmth. His eyes hurt and his head still ached, but he wasn’t cold. That, at least, had changed.

      He coughed. His lungs weren’t happy with him, either. No, not an afterlife.

      The lantern hanging over him was familiar. There were people in his tent, sleeping on either side of him. How had that happened?

      The warmth behind him shifted—definitely a man—and a long arm reached over his body to shake the shoulder of the woman lying against his chest, her bare legs tangled with his. She drew back and blinked blearily as the man spoke to her, and then her eyes met Dalyan’s. She had dark brown eyes in a pale face with high, rounded cheekbones. Her hair was nearly white blond, roughly braided back. She reached up one hand to pinch the bridge of her nose.

      Another woman—this one crouching outside the cocoon of blankets and bodies—leaned closer to peer at him. She was dark haired with medium skin, her eyes brown. Her hair was braided back tightly as well. But she, at least, was clothed.

      The pale woman in his arms shifted away from him. She grasped one of his hands and pressed his fingers against her lips, then said something to the others. His brain lagged, not processing her words.

      The dark woman removed a canteen from her coat. She passed it to other woman who held it to Dalyan’s lips. “Drink,” she ordered.

      He understood this time. His brain had caught up with his ears. Dalyan drank as commanded, water spilling onto his blankets from inept lips.

      “I think he’s going to be fine,” the blond woman said to the others.

      “I’m getting dressed, then.” The man behind him spoke for the first time, a deep voice. He moved away, disturbing the blankets, and sending cold air along Dalyan’s spine. Dalyan shivered.

      “What is your name?” the clothed woman asked.

      “Dalyan,” he croaked.

      There was only the one light in the tent, above his head. It hurt his eyes to look at it. The woman lying next to him shifted again, her bare feet brushing his. “Can you feel your toes?”

      “Yes.” He drank again when she held the flask to his lips.

      Who are they? The pale woman looked as if she might be Family born, but the other two surely weren’t. Especially not the woman who questioned him. Her skin was darker, making her Anvarrid, most likely.

      “Why are you here?” she asked then.

      The man behind him stilled, clearly waiting for his answer.

      Dalyan’s mind slid toward sleep again. “I’m hunting for the abandoned city.”
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      Amal gazed down at the man. Dowhyan, he’d called himself—or that was what it had sounded like to her, more like a Larossan name than Anvarrid or Family. Half-dressed, Jan paused, weighing the man’s words and emotions, no doubt. Freja drew away from the man to retrieve her clothes from where she’d lain. She quickly pulled on her drawers and continued to dress.

      Amal reached down and shook the man’s shoulder. “What abandoned city?”

      The man blinked blearily and averted his eyes from the sight of Freja’s bared skin, discomfort flaring around him. He was apparently skin shy. “The city under the ground,” he said. “Near the glacier.”

      Amal lifted her eyes to meet Jan’s. This spot was a long way from Horn Fortress, but they were relatively close to Salonen, the Fortress abandoned centuries ago when a glacier sheared through one of its primary walls. The engineers of Salonen hadn’t been able to mitigate the destruction caused by the slow-growing breach. In the end, the Salonen Family had abandoned their Fortress, and were now scattered throughout northern Kithria and southwestern Larossa. They weren’t truly a people any longer, not like the Horn.

      It was a course Amal couldn’t imagine following. Horn Fortress was an integral part of who her people were. As close to a glacier as Horn was, it was always in danger, but the Horn had been fortunate since the time of the Founders.

      “Why are you looking for the city?” Amal asked the man, only to realize that he’d fallen asleep again. She caught Freja’s eye and tilted her head toward the man. “Is that normal?”

      Freja had managed to don her shirt and vest in the small space and now struggled with her trousers. “More or less.”

      Amal trusted Freja’s judgment of the man’s health. “Can he walk?”

      Jan was completely dressed by then, his hair wild, though. “Not yet, Amal. We can’t leave here until the sun’s up.”

      Sighing, Amal dug through her overcoat and jacket to find her watch, and then squinted at it in the lantern’s dim light. Sunrise was a couple of hours away. “Will he be able to move when we’re ready?”

      “I think so,” Freja said, now wearing her full black uniform. She yanked up the hood of her wool overcoat. “His feet are fine. He was lucky.”

      Amal put her watch away. “Would it be better to leave him?”

      Jan didn’t even glance up at her. “No, and you know it. You’re just afraid to take him back.”

      True. Amal didn’t want a stranger in her Keep, in her Fortress. Several years ago, strangers had come to the Keep, a delegation from one of the Western Kingdoms. It hadn’t ended well. “We can take him back to the camp and then have him transported to the capital. Turn him over to the Daujom. Let them question him.”

      The Daujom was the king’s intelligence organization. If this Dowhyan had anything important to say, he could say it to them.

      Jan crossed his large arms over his chest, doing his best imitation of a bear. With his fur-lined hood pulled up now and his hair uncombed, that wasn’t hard. “I’m making this call, Amal. We’re taking him back.”

      In most Anvarrid Houses, Amal’s word would have been inviolable, but they were the House of Horn. They did everything differently. It was widely known that Lord Horn had kept both an Anvarrid wife and a Family wife. The Horn—both the Anvarrid House of Horn and the Horn Family—were pragmatic about such things, so neither Amal nor Jan let that come between them. They were yearmates, raised in the same yeargroup.

      It hadn’t ever been the plan for one of them to become Master of Horn Province; that had been her elder brother Samedrion’s place. Six years before, though, that had all changed, leaving Amal and Jan to decide between them which would succeed their father on the provincial seat. They’d chosen to share control of the province. Amal would have the title of Lady Horn, though, an easy decision since she was darker-skinned and mostly Anvarrid. The Senate had approved her without hesitation . . . or much interest at all, since the Horn was so far away.

      But Amal had sworn she would always listen to Jan’s advice. He headed her guard, and therefore was present wherever she was. He heard every trade negotiation, every court proceeding, every visitor who came to them with a strange idea. Their system worked.

      She motioned toward the sleeping man with her chin. “You willing to be responsible for him?”

      “I’ll take responsibility,” Jan said with a nod.

      The wind outside picked up again, tearing at the sides of the tent. The lantern swayed. Dressed now, Freja stretched out on the blankets again and appeared ready to sleep for a couple of hours next to the stranger. That was one of Freja’s gifts. She could sleep anywhere.

      Amal shook her head and wrapped her arms around her knees again, conserving warmth, but the leather book in her overcoat pocket dug into her hip. She shifted around and pulled it out, peering at the lock in the dimness. In the end, she fished the back blade out of her sash and slit the strap that held the journal closed. From across the tent, Jan cast a reproachful glance her way.

      His vexation wasn’t strong, though, a mere touch against her senses. She shrugged and settled back against the wall of the tent to peer at the book’s pages.

      It was mostly drawings, done in pencil or charcoal, some with ink. Whatever else this man was, he had talent as an artist. He preferred non-living subjects: buildings, machines, and the occasional scenic drawing. She flipped through the book, located the last drawings, and saw that he’d been drawing the glacier, or rather the mountains in the distance. She squinted at the page, her stomach growing cold. There were several spots marked by small arrows pointing out a feature of the mountains’ face.

      And calculations—triangulation.

      Jan glanced up at her, likely alerted by her reaction to the drawing. Amal shook her head to warn him not to talk.

      This man Dowhyan had come out on the glacier to view the mountains from a distance, to gather information to make calculations. The spots he’d marked had to be potential entry points to the abandoned Fortress. After all, he’d confessed he was hunting it.

      But one of his marks was distressingly close to an actual entry for Salonen. A natural crevasse in the mountainside. What was that called? A fissure? A cleft?

      There were several arrows that were wrong. If he was going to investigate each one, he could be at it for years, trying to find a viable entry. Or he could get lucky—or smart—and pick the correct one first. It was worrying, though, that even one of his possible entries was close. Even though that entry was surely clogged by hundreds of years’ worth of rubble falling and sliding down into it. Even though it had to be on the dead side of Salonen.

      This drawing meant they needed to drag this man back to Horn and find out everything he knew. Technically, protecting Salonen Fortress wasn’t the Horn’s responsibility . . . but Amal knew better.

      Salonen was a terrible liability, simply waiting to be exploited.
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      The wind had died down by the time the sun rose. Amal crept out of the tent first and squinted in the bright sunlight. The distant mountains were tinged with pink and gold, and fine tatters of clouds hung high in the sky. She shivered and went to find their temporary latrine.

      When she returned to the tent, Jan was bullying the stranger into his traveling clothes. The man’s coat looked warm enough and his hood was lined with bear fur, so she trusted he knew how not to die on the glacier. At least not intentionally. His gestures suggested confusion and an aching head, but when Jan told him he was under arrest, he nodded slowly as if he wasn’t surprised.

      Frowning, Freja sorted through her pack to find food, no doubt frozen since they’d left their packs outside. They needed to eat before they moved out.

      “He’s got dried meat and fruit in his,” Amal told her. Freja obligingly ducked back into the tent to raid the man’s belongings and emerged a moment later with a heavy leather pouch that had been tucked inside the pack.

      “Not frozen,” Freja noted with a small smile.

      She pulled out a roll of dried apricots; the writing on the paper wrapper named a store that struck a note in Amal’s memory. Hadn’t she ordered snowshoes there to be shipped up to the Horn? The man had been to that outfitter, in the capital.

      Or perhaps not. There were stores in Horn Province that resold items shipped from the capital. Even so, it was worth finding out from which direction he’d come to get up to the glacier. Surely someone along the line would have told him it was off limits.

      “We’ve got some jerky,” Freja continued as she pillaged the pouch, “shortbread, and some . . . are these cashews?” Now that Freja had seen the cashews, the man wasn’t going to get them back. They were imported, expensive enough that the Horn didn’t see them often.

      Amal shot a glance at the other side of the camp, where Jan and the stranger were returning from attending to the call of nature. The man’s mouth hung open as if he meant to protest, but Jan spoke to him. The man nodded once in response and walked on, shoulders slumped. He didn’t seem inclined to put up a fight.

      They’d come close enough that Amal could hear Jan lecturing the man. “. . . if you attempt escape, it will only make things difficult.”

      The man glanced up then, giving Amal her first sight of his waking expression. He looked solemn. Sad, even. She looked away. She couldn’t afford to feel sorry for this man. “Jan, we need to eat and get moving.”

      “You’ll need to break down the tent,” Jan told the stranger.

      The man nodded and ducked inside to remove whatever Freja had left behind.

      “I was wrong,” Freja said as she handed a package of shortbread to Amal.

      Amal took off her mittens and opened the package. Of the items they carried out here to eat, the shortbreads were always her favorite. “About?”

      “His eyes aren’t brown. They’re blue, very dark. He’s got pretty eyes.”

      Amal shook her head. Trust Freja to notice a man’s looks first. This close Amal could sense Freja’s curiosity about the man, and since she’d spent the night sleeping next to him, Freja probably had a good idea how he was made. Amal had warned Jan about Freja’s roving eye before he’d contracted with her, but Jan didn’t seem to mind. They had a complicated arrangement. “Stay serious for now,” she chided Freja anyway.

      Freja stuck out her lower lip but didn’t argue. She knew the stakes.

      Amal busied herself eating as Jan watched over their prisoner. The shortbread was delicious. Wherever he’d bought it, she should try to get some.
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      Dalyan had no qualms about answering Jan’s questions. The big man walked alongside him, as much as their snowshoes would allow. He suspected his captors were following the trail they’d made coming out here, but the wind had covered everything with dry snow again. The two women walked ahead, breaking the snow. A rope bound them all together, protection against falling into a crevasse; they were still atop the glacier. They were well-equipped to travel this route, with ropes and axes and snowshoes, along with a few other tools on their belts that didn’t look familiar to him. Their heavy black coats, the hoods lined with fur, told him they were prepared for the cold as well, better than he was.

      It had been foolish that night, to run out into the snow to ease the burning in his head. He’d only wanted the pain to end. His captors apparently thought he’d wanted to end his life. Explaining, though, would take more energy than he wanted to expend right now.

      There was a residual ache inside his skull today, but walking was easing it away. Dalyan concentrated on keeping his feet under him. Falling face down in the snow would be the worst embarrassment, although these people had clearly seen everything about him already. They’d stripped him, after all.

      He wasn’t sure who they were.

      Black coats, black overcoats, black boots. That meant Family—the private military of each of the provincial lords here—but the Six Families were all supposed to be fair. That was what he’d been taught at the facility. Although the shorter woman, Freja, had white-blond hair, the other two didn’t. Amal was the darkest of them, hard-faced and serious. Jan was fairer, but there was enough similarity between him and Amal that Dalyan suspected they were related. Freja was . . . Jan’s lover, perhaps?

      If they were Family, they would be trained to fight. They were a military people, not unlike the peoples who served the Empire in that way—providing soldiers for the Cince, who were too concerned with control to fight for themselves. The Family fought for the Anvarrid instead, the race that had conquered them a long time ago.

      And if this trio turned out to be Family, appearance aside, they must be the Horn Family. The mountain range he’d hidden in straddled Horn Province and the northern reaches of Lee Province, but he was sure he’d crossed over that border somewhere.

      He’d been taught the history of this country before being sent here, but he didn’t trust that his instructors had gotten it right. They were Anvarrid, and thus biased to see their own people as superior to the Six Families and the Larossans. They were dismissive of them. Even in the first days when he could barely speak Anvarrid, Dalyan had recognized that was short-sighted.

      His instructors had focused on the Lucas Family, the Family that held the capital of Larossa, Noikinos. That Family was known for their silent ways and still faces. The Horn Family had barely earned a mention. As time passed, Dalyan decided his instructors only had familiarity with the Lucas Family, and foolishly believed that all the other Families were like them.

      If his captors were the Horn Family, then his instructors were greatly mistaken.

      After a time, Jan began to question him, asking multiple variations of the same question . . . why had he been on the glacier?

      “I was sent to locate the abandoned city,” Dalyan told the other man. And then answered more questions: “No, I was supposed to find it and then return.” And “I never intended to return.” And “If I go back and tell them where it is, they’ll kill me to keep me from telling. If I don’t tell them where it is, they’ll kill me for failing.”

      He had no reason not to answer Jan’s questions.

      He had no loyalty to the men who’d sent him out into this frozen landscape. They didn’t deserve anything from him. And they meant to kill him, if nothing else to churn out the next generation to be sent hunting for the abandoned city.

      Jan wasn’t watching his expression to judge his veracity, a feat that would be impossible given the dangerous footing and the scarf covering most of his face. After a time though, Dalyan was certain Jan was what his instructors had called a sensitive. Jan could feel the emotions behind Dalyan’s words and use that to judge his honesty. That gave Dalyan an extra incentive to be honest.

      And now that his head had stopped hurting, he didn’t want to die. One more month of freedom.

      “If you didn’t mean to tell them how to find the city,” Jan asked, “why were you still looking for it?”

      “Because I want to see it for myself,” Dalyan said. “I want to know what is so important that they would send me out here to find it.”

      “You don’t know what you’re looking for?”

      He wasn’t certain of Jan’s tone, but it sounded like surprise. “There has to be some treasure inside. They trained me to come here. For years. Why make that effort if not to gain something?”

      “Gold?” Jan asked.

      “No,” Dalyan said. “They have everything they need, as far as I can tell.”

      “Rich people always want more.” Jan’s deep voice sounded certain of that. “What will you do with the treasure if you find it?”

      “I just want to see it. Before I die, I want to see it. I want to understand.” He wanted to see this amazing city, one that was precious enough that his masters had formed him to search for it. One that must hold the secret of his existence. Why was he special enough that they thought he could find it rather than any of the others they’d sent through the years? He was certain he wasn’t the first. He wouldn’t be the last. When they realized he was never going to return, they’d simply start training another to take Dalyan’s place.

      Perhaps they already had.
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      Amal was heartily relieved when they reached the edge of the glacier shortly after noon. The trek back to the camp had gone smoothly, so they’d made good time. Freja had spent most of the journey in the lead and was exhausted from breaking the snow. She went into the cabin, stripped off her outer layer and collapsed facedown onto the nearest bed.

      That cabin had been built for this purpose. Every year as part of the treaty with the Anvarrid government of Larossa, the Horn made their way out to measure the glacier along the eastern edge. The cabin looked out over the leading edge of the glacier, giving them a close view of the glacier’s movement. Marker flags planted in the ice made the shift easy to track from one year to the next. Over the last two centuries, a small village had evolved out here, a handful of cabins occupied only in the spring and summer. There were students from the university in Noikinos, foolishly wanting to observe the glacier. Occasional adventurers stopped here on their way seeking the north pole, an imprudent pursuit from which most never returned. And for the last decade, a government team arrived every year to measure the glacier’s advance, as if they didn’t trust the Horn to do it properly.

      At the moment though, there were only the Horn. They always arrived first, save for this time, when their trespasser had beaten them.

      Four more of her people waited at the cabin, the remainder of the guard. They hadn’t wanted to risk more lives fetching the trespasser off the glacier. Mikks had complained noisily about Jan and Amal going together, but they simply shrugged off his concern as he’d known they would.

      Once they passed Dowhyan off to the care of the remaining guards, Jan went back outside with Amal.

      The view from the cabin over the glacier made Amal feel tired. Some of the others enjoyed the challenge of crossing the glacier. Possibly because she had no choice in the matter, Amal found it nerve-wracking and exhausting. The others saw the beauty of the pristine landscape, the stark edges of the mountain slopes in the distance, the glitter of blowing snow in the too-dry air. It just makes me tired.

      She wished they hadn’t come back outside. That brief time out of the cold was enough to make her want to stay there. That air was warmer now—and the humidity had increased enough that her breath was visible—but the temperatures would drop when the sun slid behind the distant mountains. “What did he say?” she asked Jan.

      Jan rubbed his hands up and down his arms. “He was sent here to find the abandoned city. I don’t think he knows what it is,” Jan guessed. “Or its name, for that matter. But I don’t think he intends to go home, either. He was honest about that. He doesn’t have any loyalty to them.”

      “Them?”

      “He called them his masters,” Jan said.

      That made it sound like slavery. That alone would explain the man’s refusal to return. “Were they Pedraisi? Cince?”

      Whenever anything went wrong in Larossa, generally the Pedraisi were blamed, since their country shared a border with Larossa, and due to ancient religious and cultural differences, the Pedraisi people were the great enemy of the common Larossan citizen. But sending a man here to hunt an abandoned city wasn’t a very Pedraisi thing to do. That sounded more like a plot the Cince would pursue. The Cince Empire lay on the far side of Pedrossa, with no border in common, but they had long been the enemy of the Six Families—from times long before the Anvarrid invasion of Larossa.

      The Fortress had told Amal that other peoples had long ago had Fortresses of their own. As far as Amal knew, most of those had been abandoned for centuries. The Cince, however, were the one people the Families believed to have a functioning Fortress . . . somewhere. Legend said that centuries and centuries ago they’d used the knowledge in their Fortress to change themselves. They were considered the most intelligent people on this earth, the tallest, and their cat-like features were quite striking. More recently, the Cince had created the Desida—people who had abilities beyond those of normal humans. To create such people, they would have needed a Fortress’ help. That hinted they still had a Fortress alive at that time.

      But history showed that the Cince didn’t use their Fortress’ knowledge for much else. It had even been suggested that diverting so much effort into recreating themselves and creating the Desida had damaged their Fortress’ memories, rendering them unable even to maintain themselves. There were those who believed the Cince wanted to plunder the Fortresses of Larossa so they could repair their own. It was a theory with no proof behind it, but it offered what seemed to be the most reasonable explanation for the Cince’s eagerness to gain access to the Fortresses of Larossa. Sending a man here to look for the abandoned city might be another skirmish in that centuries-long battle.

      Jan heaved out a steaming breath. “When I asked if his masters were Cince, he wasn’t sure how to answer. I think he was trained by a small cadre of instructors—not his ultimate masters—so he may not consider them the same as the Cince government itself. It’s a nuance I can’t quite pick out.”

      That was a problem with trying to pluck out the truth by reading emotions. Sometimes truth is complicated. “But definitely Cince?”

      “He did say he was in the Cince Empire.”

      “But he sounds like he could come from Noikinos,” Amal noted. “His accent, I mean.”

      “Whoever taught him Anvarrid did an excellent job. He’s fully fluent, as far as I can tell.”

      Well, if she were to train a spy, fluency in the local language would be one requirement. “Does he speak Cince? Pedraisi?”

      “He says not.”

      Amal needed more. “What about his family? Who were they? What did they have to say about this?”

      Jan set a hand on her folded arms. “He says he has no memory of any family. Apparently, he caught a sickness when he was younger that made him lose all his memories.”

      “What sickness is that? Is he sick now?” Amal wrapped her arms about herself more tightly. The last thing she wanted to do was bring a sickness back to the Horn.

      Jan shook his head. “I don’t think so. It was eight years ago. They called it the Memory Plague. Apparently, a lot of people there had it, and lost their memories. He was in some sort of facility built for survivors. He calls it that. Not a hospital, a facility.”

      The whole thing sounded far-fetched. If she were training a spy, she would have come up with a better story than that. “And we’ve never heard of this plague?”

      Jan shrugged.

      What am I supposed to do with this complication? “Are you sure we shouldn’t simply get rid of him now?”

      Jan’s head tilted. “He’s a source of information, Amal.”

      Amal sighed and rubbed at her dry forehead with the back of her mitten. She felt a bit sunburned there. “So we keep him prisoner?”

      “I don’t see any other choice, for now,” Jan said.

      Jan was their chaplain by default. He’d agreed to take responsibility for Dowhyan, to serve as their inquisitor, handing down justice whenever he thought it necessary. If he decided that this man was to die, Jan would do it himself. He took that kind of obligation seriously.

      She turned to head back into the cabin, but Jan stopped her with a hand on her sleeve. “You’re saying his name wrong. It’s Dalyan.” Amal repeated that, but Jan shook his head. “No, can you hear the difference in the middle? Dalyan. It’s an l sound.”

      She tried a couple more times, only to have Jan frown at her. “What does it matter?” she asked with a shake of her head.

      “It’s important to him,” Jan said. “You know I hate it when people say my name incorrectly. He does, too. I can tell.”

      Larossans often mispronounced the j in Family names, an oversight rather than an insult. “Fine, I’ll work on it.”

      “Thank you,” Jan said and headed back into the cabin.

      Amal puffed out her cheeks in frustration. Apparently, Jan had decided to be the man’s friend. Not what she needed. That left her to be the enemy.
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      “May I have my sketchbook back, please?” Dalyan phrased it as properly as he knew how, likely overdoing it among these people. They didn’t seem to value propriety overmuch.

      They were Horn Family, he’d decided, even if they weren’t pale like Family should be.

      It relieved him to know they weren’t brigands who preyed on lone adventurers. He’d had that worry a couple of times. No matter how friendly Jan seemed, his sister—he’d definitely caught the word sister in all the hushed talk—wasn’t pleased to have Dalyan among them.

      Amal now regarded him with a crease between her dark brows. “I prefer to keep it, Dalyan,” she said. “I want to ask you about your drawings.”

      She did almost say his name properly; that was an improvement.

      “There’s a blank one in my pack. May I have that one instead?” Although he’d carried his own pack and tent here, Freja had quickly confiscated it again once they reached this cabin. She was currently sitting on one of the beds eating her way through his very expensive package of cashews. He’d been saving those for today . . . if he’d survived the new moon. Foolish of him to wait. “And my pencils?”

      Amal gestured for him to take them, but she watched his every move.

      With eight of them in the rough cabin, it was a tight squeeze. The cabin had a hearth and, on either side, a narrow bed. The third corner of the building was sectioned off into a latrine, and the final corner was occupied by all their packs. They were going to have to stay together to be warm tonight, but it was better than the tent he’d been living in for a couple of weeks now.

      The matching black overcoats with fur-trimmed hoods were their uniform, he’d decided. They had black jackets and vests, trimmed with soutache swirls and lines to indicate some manner of rank. And they were armed. He hadn’t noticed it that morning, but Jan, Freja, and Amal all carried knives and pistols. The cabin held rifles as well, so these must be bodyguards, although Dalyan wasn’t sure why this group was out on the glacier. What were they guarding here?

      At the moment, Jan sat with Freja on one bed, and another couple sat on the other. Dalyan couldn’t recall their names—a tall and striking woman with light brown skin, a wide nose, and extremely curly blond hair, with a man colored similarly to Jan, but not as large or shaggy. Given the amount of touching between those two, they were lovers. Amal settled on a padded bench between the two remaining men—Mikks and Nohr were their names—and laid her head on Mikks’ shoulder.

      Dalyan returned to a pillow on the floor near the hearth, blank sketchbook in hand. The light was already fading from the small cabin’s windows. The days were getting longer, but slowly. The flickering light of the hearth gave him enough to draw by, so he set out his pencils on the floor before him, hardest to softest.

      Drawing created a buffer between him and others. It relieved him of the need to look at them while he spoke. Somehow, they no longer expected it once they saw the sketchbook. And conversely, it gave them something to talk about. Most were surprised that he could draw as well as he did. He’d always been surprised that others couldn’t. The sound of a boot scuffing distracted him. He glanced up from sorting his pencils when he realized Amal stood over him.

      None of them smelled particularly good. It hadn’t been obvious outside, where the air was too dry to carry much scent. But once they’d settled inside this cramped space, it had become obvious to him that he hadn’t bathed in weeks. It had been some time for them as well. They all carried the scent of perspiration and damp wool with them.

      Amal held out her hand. “Let me see it.”

      He handed over the sketchbook and waited while she flipped through the pages to be sure it was blank. After scanning the pages, she handed it back to him and went back to the bench where she sat between the two men again.

      “So, you’re a Cince spy,” the man named Mikks began.

      Dalyan gazed at the man in the firelight for a moment. With blond hair and pale blue eyes, Mikks gave more of an impression of being what a Family man should look like. Hair cropped short, his black jacket and trousers tidy. His beard trimmed very short—more so than the others—he was handsome and polished. “I’m not a spy,” Dalyan said as he made his first strokes with the hardest pencil. “I was sent to find something, not to spy. There’s a difference.”

      “He would make a terrible spy,” Jan rumbled from the bed behind Dalyan. “He’s too honest.”

      “What does the name Mikks mean?” Dalyan asked.

      “Nothing,” Nohr answered instead. “He’s Mikkel, but he’s always been Mikks to us.” Nohr had fluffy blond hair, caught back in several braids. He was a large man, the same size as Jan, although his voice was higher.

      “We already had a Mikaela,” Freja added, “so we shortened Mikkel to Mikks. What does Dalyan mean?”

      “I don’t think it has a meaning,” Dalyan admitted, not looking up from his sketch. “I’m sure they made it up.”

      “The people who raised you?” Jan asked.

      “Yes. I have no idea of any name before that.” That was true, and they couldn’t question what he didn’t know. “So, what does Mikkel mean?”

      It went that way for the rest of the afternoon until the stew of dried reindeer meat and vegetables was done. After a few weeks of dried foods, it was delicious. And after eating, they slept. Dalyan stayed by the hearth, enjoying the warmth, well aware that Amal, bundled on the floor between Mikks and Nohr, was still awake and watching him through slitted eyes.
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      “What did you draw?” Amal asked him in the morning. They were all preparing to head out onto the glacier, and all the movement in the small cabin made it awkward to chat, but Amal kept Dalyan over by the fireplace.

      The man handed her his new sketchbook
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