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Synopsis


  Princess Katya Nar Umbriel has little left to lose. Her uncle Roland took her home, scattered her family, and forced her to abandon Starbride, her dearest love. Slim hopes and righteous anger carry Katya into Starbride's homeland to raise an army and take back all that was stolen from her.


   


  Starbride never dreamed she'd lead a pack of foreign rebels against a Fiendish usurper. She holds the capital city out of love, denying any rumor of Katya's death. As the two strive toward each other, Roland dogs their every step, loosing Fiend-filled corpses on Katya's army and hypnotizing the capital's citizens into hunting Starbride down. If they ever meet again, it'll be over his dead body.
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  Chapter One


  Katya


   

 


  The deck swayed under Katya’s feet, and she fought not to void everything she’d ever eaten. Captain Penner had assured her that she’d get her sea legs any day now. While she hung over the railing, Katya declared Captain Penner a cheat and a liar, unworthy of even charitable thoughts.


  Up in the crow’s nest, someone called, “Sails!”


  Katya squinted into the sun. The crow’s nest was one part of the ship she could put a name to; the rest was a jumble of decks and sails and rigging.


  “What colors?” the first mate cried.


  “None, sir!”


  “Combat stations, Mister Black.” Captain Penner raised a spyglass to her eye as the first mate roared her orders to all hands. She never had to do the shouting.


  Katya wiped her mouth. They’d had days of clear sailing with only passing merchant ships to mark their way down the coast. Fah and Fay had cursed them with bad luck at last: pirates.


  Brutal leaned against the rail at Katya’s side. “Wouldn’t it be cleverer to fly merchant colors and surprise their quarry at the last minute?”


  Katya didn’t answer, both because she feared dry heaving again and because his red robe made her queasier. And she knew it was petty, but she still hadn’t forgiven him for choosing her rather than staying behind to protect Starbride in Marienne.


  Katya’s chest ached, and for a moment, she could smell the rosewater Starbride had added to their last bath together. She blinked away threatening tears and took a deep breath of the briny ocean air.


  “They fly no colors in order to strike fear in the hearts of their prey, Brother Brutal,” Castelle said from behind them. Katya and Castelle hadn’t been lovers in nearly three years, but her voice could still pluck Katya’s spine. “They hope to drive the pursued into doing something stupid.” Her light touch grazed Katya’s shoulder. “Are you all right…Highness?”


  Katya groaned for her heaving stomach and the title. Since she’d made the decision to accompany her parents into exile, Katya and Castelle had engaged in several fights strong enough to blow the hatches off the ship. Castelle had yelled at Katya to stop torturing herself, that Starbride would be fine without her.


  Katya had told her to piss off. When Castelle wouldn’t let it go, Katya had pulled rank, turning her shouts into orders. No more nicknames, then; she had gone from Katya to Princess Katyarianna, or just Highness if Castelle wasn’t feeling particularly prickly. Maybe Katya’s nausea tweaked her sympathy.


  Castelle’s long curly black hair fluttered in the wind, and she brushed it behind her with delicate fingers. Her athletic frame bobbed with the motion of the ship. Her turquoise eyes fixed on Katya. The tattoo of a rose vine curling around her right eye wrinkled as she frowned. “Are you going to be all right, or should I worry about my boots?”


  Any good feelings Katya had about her blew away. “I’m fine.” She stalked past. Brutal’s large, well-muscled body shielded her from the sun as he followed.


  Katya crossed to the foredeck, glad she’d convinced Captain Penner not to fly the royal colors of Farraday. Even though the Spirits Endeavor carried Farraday’s royalty, they didn’t want to announce it.


  Well, the ship carried all the royalty except the one who’d run off in a jealous fit and those driven mad by Fiends. If the pirates managed to take a few royal prisoners, Katya wondered if Roland would pay to get them back. Maybe he’d even paid the pirates to look for them. More Fiends at his fingertips would mean more power. Unless he got hold of Katya. Without her Fiend, she was useless to him, just an obstacle to be rid of.


  Katya thought she might welcome death then, as long as it happened on dry land. “Can we outrun them, Captain Penner?”


  The captain shut her spyglass with a snap and shoved it in the pocket of her heavy black coat. She tossed her gray braid over one shoulder and turned her hard, wrinkled face to Katya. “Doubtful, Highness. See how she skims over the water? She’s going light.”


  “Turn and fight, then?”


  Captain Penner frowned as if she’d just eaten all the sour fruit in the hold. If they turned, the Spirits Endeavor could fire the ballista mounted at her bow. The ship had smaller weapons at the sides and the back, but the giant spear on the front could do the most damage, especially with the long length of chain that ran from it. Trying to flee from the faster pirates would leave them at the mercy of the pirates’ forward weapon.


  “They’ll want to close,” Captain Penner said, “and fight hand to hand.”


  Brutal cracked his knuckles. “Good.”


  Captain Penner glanced at Katya. “I’m thinking of our…passengers.”


  Katya slid her rapier out of the scabbard. “Those that need to stay below will stay below.”


  “Begging your pardon, Highness,” Captain Penner said, “but these won’t be arming dummies we’re fighting.”


  Katya resisted the urge to push her overboard. “I’d better go get my sharp sword, then.” She turned away as the ship began to slow and angle toward the enemy.


  “Let’s stay away from the railing,” Brutal said, “and hang on to something until our ship closes with theirs.” He drew his large mace.


  “I’ll warn those below.” Castelle hurried down to tell Katya’s family and the cadre of nobles and servants that had fled Marienne with them.


  Katya wasn’t surprised when Lord Vincent returned with Castelle, both with weapons drawn. As the champion of Farraday, Vincent wouldn’t be left out of a fight that might involve his young charges. The pirates wouldn’t know what hit them.


  “Highness,” Vincent said. He bowed as he always did when he saw her, even though they’d been cooped up together for weeks. And unlike most of them, his coat was immaculate, immune to dirt somehow. Katya bet he kept the buttons done up to his chin even in high summer.


  He gripped his slender longsword and watched the closing pirates calmly. When the wind ruffled his silver hair, he didn’t bother to smooth it, and not a worry line crossed his young face. Katya noted his tightened shoulders, though, and the slight bend in his knees. He was a coiled serpent waiting to strike.


  The pirate ship pulled close enough for Katya to see the faces of those swarming her decks. They howled like bloodthirsty beasts as they waved swords and axes.


  “Amateurs,” Brutal said.


  Katya smiled. After fighting Fiends, they weren’t that impressive.


  The pirates fired their ballista, ripping a hole in one of the Spirits Endeavor’s sails. Katya ducked as bits of falling rope pelted her.


  “Fire!” Captain Penner called, and her ballista bolt thudded into the pirates’ hull with its long chain clanking behind it. Katya staggered as the two ships dragged toward each other, each listing sharply, wood groaning and shrieking. The pirates sent grappling hooks whistling through the air to crack into Penner’s ship.


  “Repel boarders!” the first mate cried


  The sailors of the Spirits Endeavor drew axes, boathooks, and cutlasses. This wasn’t the average merchant ship, but one that worked specifically for the crown, and Katya’s father hated having his cargo stolen.


  The ships banged together in a deafening crack. Katya rushed forward, eyes on a pirate with a thick black mustache. Her seasickness had fled. Combat seemed just the remedy she was looking for. Now all she had to do was find people to fight all the way to their destination. The mustachioed man swung as if hacking a tree. Katya leaned away from the blow, dipped, and stabbed him in the heart.


  None of the pirates proved challenging. Only one gave her pause, clumsily blocking her first few blows, but she tricked him with a feint to the side before she stabbed him. She’d been fighting traitors to the crown since she was sixteen, nearly four years in the past, and they tended to fight a lot harder than thieves.


  Castelle and Brutal had the same luck; Brutal sported a disappointed frown. Through a break in the fighting, Katya had to stop and watch Vincent work.


  No movement wasted, no stutter of indecision; he fought like the wind in human shape. He slashed a pirate across the midsection, sidestepped the falling body, spun, slashed another across the throat, dropped to one knee to dodge another attack, stabbed his attacker in the belly, rolled, took another in the groin, and then stood again. He never stopped to watch his opponents fall but killed with the surety that his strikes were true.


  Katya blocked a pirate who caught her with her feet oddly placed, parried a few strikes, and waited for an opening. Before she could thrust, the pirate fell backward, the back of his neck spraying blood. Vincent had sliced him open, tugged at him so he wouldn’t fall on Katya, and then moved on, all before she could get her feet back under her.


  “Spirits above!” Brutal said. “Maybe we should have stayed below with the kids!”


  As she rushed to help the sailors, Katya called, “I want to see if he kept his coat clean through that!”


  The pirates surrendered within moments. Katya wondered how many had seen Vincent fight and just thrown down their swords. The sailors made them kneel at Captain Penner’s feet. As Katya’s father had said before, this was Penner’s command. Unless she did something that put them all in danger, they would let her do as she would on her own ship. Da trusted her, so Katya supposed she’d have to do the same.


  Captain Penner gave the pirates a stony glance. “Kill them.” She turned her back on the pirates’ cries of protest.


  Katya nodded even as she grimaced. They couldn’t hold prisoners. The ship was full, and they couldn’t risk bringing the pirates to shore for trial and have them blabbing to everyone about the royal family aboard the Spirits Endeavor.


  Katya walked with Captain Penner as the sailors put the pirates to the sword. “What will you do with their ship?” Katya asked.


  “Strip it and sink it. I’m not leaving it for some other damned pirate to find.” She gave Katya an appraising glance. “You did well. Better than I thought.” She stared at Vincent as if he was something otherworldly. “Especially you.”


  He nodded, all the consideration she’d get as a ship’s captain speaking to a lord. She shrugged and went about her business. Vincent barely had any blood on him, the bastard.


  Katya went down the ladder and to the captain’s old quarters, her family’s quarters now. “It’s me, Da,” she said as she knocked.


  The tumblers of the lock clicked, and Ma opened the door. The neck of her coat was open, the same as Da’s. Even though it was a grim sight, Katya had to smile. If the pirates had made it into the ship, they would have broken down this door to find that Katya’s parents had removed their pyramid necklaces. Add to that a bit of rage, and their Fiends would have slaughtered everyone on board.


  Better that than capture. Katya’s young niece and nephew crawled out from under the bed and cuddled close to their grandparents.


  Katya leaned against the wall. “They’re all dead.” She didn’t bother to check her language in front of the children. Though only three and four, they’d seen enough that a mere word wouldn’t faze them. “Lord Vincent…” She shook her head. “I haven’t seen him fight since the champion tournament. He’s like a winter storm.”


  Da smiled wearily. As impressive as Vincent was, none of them could get excited about much. It had been a hard couple of weeks. Katya realized with a start that her seasickness hadn’t returned. Captain Penner had been right.


  As if a dam had broken, thoughts of Starbride rushed to fill the void in Katya’s mind that had been preoccupied by her roiling stomach. Left somewhere in Marienne when Katya and her family fled, she could have died, or worse, been captured by Roland. Spirits only knew what he would do to someone with her burgeoning pyradisté power. He couldn’t take over her mind—her ability prevented that—but he could find some way to use her.


  No, she wouldn’t let herself be used. She’d prove too big a liability, and he’d kill her.


  Worse still, a voice inside her said, he’d convince her that he held Katya prisoner. If Starbride didn’t do as he wished, he’d promise untold tortures. And Starbride would do anything to keep her alive, Katya was sure of it. Starbride would become something she hated just so a madman wouldn’t tear her lover limb from limb.


  Da patted Katya’s shoulder, and she jumped. His smile was soft, sad, and had a twinge of guilt Katya wasn’t used to. “It’s all right, my girl.”


  She nodded, but she wanted to scream, “No, it isn’t!” But he had to know that. He’d asked her to leave Starbride behind, to help him raise an army and take the throne back from his murderous brother.


  “Get some rest,” Ma said as Katya left them.


  But what rest was there for her when Starbride haunted her dreams?


  Chapter Two


  Starbride


   

 


  Pennynail waved Starbride forward. Even in the meager light from the streetlamps, she could make out the white of his laughing Jack mask. She followed him to the end of the alley and glanced into the street beyond. No one traveled the city night with them, no corpses that Roland had imbued with Fiends, and no slaves he’d subjugated with a pyramid.


  Starbride gestured to Lord Hugo. He hurried forward on the balls of his feet, his plain brown coat and cap blending with the shadows. When he reached her side, he waved the last of their party forward: Master Bernard, one of the few pyradistés to escape after Roland had sacked the Pyradisté Academy. His left arm, broken some months ago, was bound close to his body, and he’d shaved his trademark red beard. They all had to be more careful. Starbride and Dawnmother always wore their long hair braided, and they dressed in hoods and cloaks to hide their Allusian features. Lucky for them, the cold wind of fall made it easy to wear bulky disguises. Even luckier, Starbride had convinced her maid to stay behind in their underground sanctuary that night. They needed stealth, and fewer people was the only way to make that happen.


  Pennynail worked his way down the street, keeping to the shadows. Starbride waited. The balls of her feet ached, and she realized she was standing on tiptoe. She forced herself to relax. They’d heard of a group of pyradistés hiding near one of the warehouses, and Starbride couldn’t bring them into her fold if she got a cramp and had to be left behind.


  Still, she wished for more speed. If she’d heard about a few hiding pyradistés, Roland certainly would have too. So far, he’d left no pyradistés alive but himself, not trusting loyalty that had to be bought instead of forced. Rumor had it that he never believed anyone who claimed to be on his side unless they had a personal stake in helping him succeed, like his odious henchman Darren. Roland preferred to guarantee loyalty by bending minds to his will with his considerable power.


  Pennynail waved them forward, and they repeated the same pattern, stop and go, stop and go. When they neared the warehouse district, Pennynail froze ahead of them. Starbride waited for whatever it was that had spooked him to move on. When she felt a wave of cold harsher than any wind, she knew he hadn’t been scared by anyone or anything ordinary.


  She squeezed Hugo’s arm, knowing he would squeeze Master Bernard’s in turn. A pair of corpse Fiends stalked under a streetlamp ahead of them. Starbride bit back a curse and wished them to pass by, but as their damnable kind had done before, these lifted their heads and sniffed the air.


  Starbride pressed so tightly to the wall she was surprised she didn’t melt into it. Crowe had told her that the wretched Fiends came from the mountains to the north, where the Farradains had originally discovered pyramid magic. Maybe, he’d said, magic was part of their very natures.


  All she knew was that there were only two ways to find a pyradisté: with another pyradisté or with a Fiend.


  As one, the corpse Fiends turned in Starbride’s direction. She dipped into her satchel and hurled a fire pyramid. When it struck them, they hesitated, but not from the flames; it always took them a moment to decide what to do. Corpse Fiends were clever, but they weren’t smart, and their hesitation gave Pennynail time to strike.


  A knife streaked from the dark and shattered the pyramid implanted in one of their foreheads. The Fiend dropped without another move. Before Pennynail could throw again, the other corpse Fiend fell to the ground and rolled, putting its flames out. Maybe this one wasn’t as stupid as the rest.


  Just their luck.


  The creature howled, a deep, hollow sound that reverberated in Starbride’s ears and brought the tang of blood to her mouth.


  “Horsestrong preserve us,” she whispered. “Go!” Hugo streaked past her and stabbed the downed Fiend in the forehead, shattering its pyramid, but the damage was done.


  All through the city, other inhuman throats took up the cry like a pack of hunting dogs. Starbride and the others turned and ran. They had seconds to get away, to try to confuse the pack. At a low-hanging awning, Hugo and Pennynail gave Starbride and Master Bernard a boost to climb to the roof. It wouldn’t work forever, but it had slowed other packs before.


  Pennynail led them, more familiar with the ways of the rooftops. They dodged chimneys and rooftop hatches, keeping to buildings and houses that sat side-to-side. Starbride had some confidence in her new climbing skills, but Master Bernard would never make the jump across an alley or a street.


  They angled away from the warehouse district. If the corpse Fiends followed them, at least they’d be traveling away from the rumored pyradistés. Starbride flagged, her steps growing unsure as even terror gave way to a stitch in her side. They all slowed and crouched together against a chimney. Master Bernard leaned on his knees and wheezed.


  “Listen,” Hugo said.


  Starbride tried to hold her breath as she gripped another pyramid, ready to throw at any sounds of pursuit. The air left her in a rush as she heard the howl of the pack. “Oh no.”


  The corpse Fiends wailed together from far away, deep in the warehouse district. They’d searched for Starbride and found the hidden pyradistés instead.


  And she’d led them there. Starbride clamped her lips together. Tears wouldn’t help. Her mother had always said there was no use crying when it couldn’t be turned to an advantage. Starbride had changed that lesson. Tears were useless while someone else was depending on her. Katya wouldn’t be huddling on a roof, crying her eyes out. Starbride calmed her breathing and imagined Katya’s strong hands lifting her up.


  “Darkstrong take those monsters,” she whispered.


  Hugo squeezed her shoulder. “Don’t blame yourself.”


  “Yes,” Master Bernard said, “we have to remember who the enemy is.”


  “The Fiend king,” Starbride said, what the people of Marienne called Roland. But at the moment, knowing who the enemy was didn’t do much to assuage her guilt. If they hadn’t gone looking for their pyradistés, if they hadn’t chosen that route, if, if, if…


  If Dawnmother were there, she would have said, “Every ‘if’ is a hole in the road.” Horsestrong’s wisdom led them still, even hundreds of miles from home.


  Pennynail clapped his gloved hands softly and waved them on. There was no use dwelling; they had to get back to their hiding place before dawn.


  Their hideout had been a favorite den of Pennynail’s, back when Crowe was alive. He and his father had often waited there before meeting with contacts; sometimes, they’d interrogated prisoners there before bringing them to the dungeon beneath the palace.


  Starbride had expected any hideout of Pennynail’s to be in one of the seedier parts of Marienne, but he surprised her with a cellar under a high-end clothing store. With no homes or apartments crowding it, there was no one to notice their comings and goings, and it was two streets away from any taverns or bars. The owner had been a friend of Crowe’s, someone he’d done a favor for, one large enough that he now helped his friend’s son, even though helping enemies of the Fiend king would mean his death.


  To keep the owner safe, Starbride and her allies never entered the shop. A secret door in the delivery yard led down into the large cellar. Starbride took a deep breath of the cool night air before she descended.


  The heat from too many people occupying too small of a space washed over her. The non-pyradistés among them had collected food and water recently, so no one went hungry, but there wasn’t enough room.


  They’d divided the space with hanging blankets, and low-burning lanterns revealed lumps of sleeping bodies on the floor. Starbride wound past the hangings and stepped over sleepers until she reached the far end. A small room stood separate from the rest by a stone wall with a stout door, a place where she and her friends could discuss the future without alarming the others.


  “I’ll check on the wounded,” Master Bernard whispered as he left them.


  Starbride nodded and entered the small room at the back. She cast a longing look at the worktable, anxious for any work that would distract her from their failure that night. She and the other pyradistés were attempting a new kind of pyramid, something that would hide them from the corpse Fiends, and they needed it soon.


  Crowe had taught her how to make pyramids that would suppress a Fiend, a technique handed down from kings’ pyradistés through the ages. With the Fiends that the royals carried, it was a necessary evil. Starbride taught it to those who now hid with her. There was no use in hiding Fiend magic anymore. Still, she didn’t share the fact that the Umbriels had always been part Fiend. The populace of Marienne knew of Yanchasa the Mighty, the great Fiend. They knew the Umbriels kept him asleep in some fashion, but they didn’t know that the royals could only accomplish this by bearing Yanchasa’s Fiendish Aspect.


  The people thought Roland was the only one living who was part Fiend, that he’d consorted with Yanchasa in order to gain its power. They had the right road, but the wrong end, as Horsestrong had said. Roland was only evil because he’d merged with his Fiend when he’d been near death. The ugly truth was that any of the Umbriels could have been in his place if they’d suffered the same fate. Starbride shivered to think of it.


  The suppression pyramids Crowe had taught her could repel a Fiend, but Starbride hoped for something that would let her detect the corpse Fiends from a distance, hide her nature from them, and repel them, too. Fiends were attracted to pyramid magic, but they were also highly susceptible to it. It was a trade she hoped to take full advantage of.


  At the moment, it would have to wait. Pennynail followed her into the small room, and Hugo waited outside. He stood on tiptoe as she closed the door, as if hoping to catch a glimpse of Pennynail’s naked face.


  “We need to move soon,” Starbride said.


  Pennynail pulled off his mask and became Freddie Ballantine again, one of the most infamous criminals in Marienne’s history. Everyone else thought him long dead, and he preferred it that way. At the moment, Starbride did, too; she didn’t need her allies abandoning her for the company she kept.


  Freddie scrubbed through his short red hair, reminding Starbride so much of his father, Crowe, that she couldn’t contain a sad smile as he loosened his collar. She glanced at the wide rope scar around his neck, the wound that left him with a rasp of a voice.


  “If you want to move,” he said, “there’s one good option.”


  “I’m not leaving Marienne without Katya.”


  He sighed, and she could tell he was as tired of having this conversation as she was. That didn’t matter. He could urge her to leave Marienne until he turned blue. The memory of Katya’s hands lifted Starbride out of her depression, but she couldn’t continue her fight without the hope of one day feeling Katya’s arms around her again.


  Shortly after the city had fallen, Freddie had sneaked out to the forest, to a regular rendezvous spot for the Order of Vestra, but no one had been there. Freddie had suggested Starbride and their friends head for the countryside anyway, but if Roland was holding Katya and her family, Starbride would not abandon them.


  “If anyone else wants to go,” Starbride said, “I’m not going to stop them.”


  “Patrols have increased. I think it’d be easier to sneak into Marienne than out of it, and Roland’s got those corpse Fiends scouring the countryside. If he doesn’t have Katya or her family, he’s damn sure looking for them.” He nudged Starbride with one booted foot. “Or he’s looking for you.”


  “He’d be quite happy to kill you, too, you know.”


  “If we pushed hard, we could all make it past the patrols together.”


  She put on a beatific smile. “I’m not leaving without Katya.”


  “What was it that Dawnmother always called my da? Donkey something?”


  Dawnmother opened the door, sliding through to join them. “Mulestubborn,” she said. “A name I will gladly pass to you if you insist on badgering my Star.” She handed them both a cup of tea. Starbride was tempted to stick her tongue out at Freddie, but she held the impulse in.


  “I should have known whose side you’d take,” Freddie said.


  Dawnmother patted him on the shoulder. With her ever-present cups of tea, Dawnmother’s quiet presence soothed Starbride’s nerves. Even with everything that had happened, she didn’t have a black hair out of place from her simple braid, and her loose-fitting shirt and trousers were as neat as ever.


  There was a slight commotion outside, a loud conversation. Starbride opened the door enough to peek out, and Hugo blundered in. His eyes fell on Freddie’s face, and Freddie cursed. Dawnmother stepped deftly between them, but Hugo only blinked. Before he could begin to process what he’d seen, Starbride pushed him out the door.


  “What’s going on?” she asked.


  “Captain Ursula and Sergeant Rhys are here.”


  Starbride glanced behind her. Freddie had his mask on again. “Bring them in, please, Hugo,” she said, hoping to deal with what he’d seen by ignoring it.


  Roland had kept the city Watch and the king’s Guard mostly intact. He’d just replaced the Guard with corpse Fiends. Rumor had it that he would do the same with the Watch, but he clearly didn’t consider them as great a threat as the Guard, commoners as they were. She found it predictable that the very people he’d used to bring the Umbriels down now hardly rated his notice.


  Still, people seemed wary but content enough not to try to stand up to their new king. Even those that were fearful of Roland recognized that crime had become almost non-existent since he’d made even the pettiest infractions punishable by death. She’d heard some of them say that only miscreants and lawbreakers had to fear the Fiend king. She wondered if they’d be singing the same tune once Roland decided that even speaking one’s own mind was a crime.


  Captain Ursula took a seat on one of the cots in the small room. Rhys leaned against the wall, languid as ever. With Pennynail’s long legs stuck out in front of him in an equally relaxed pose, the two could have been twins, in spirit if not in looks. Hugo squeezed into a corner near the worktable, making the space seem very small indeed.


  “What’s happened?” Starbride asked.


  “I got a letter commanding all captains of the Watch to report to the palace.”


  “Time to go into hiding, then?” Starbride asked.


  Ursula’s lips quirked up. “Not just yet. Soon after I got that letter, I received another missive cancelling it.”


  “But that’s good, right?” Hugo said.


  Ursula frowned. “It’s behavior contrary to the Fiend king’s norm. That means it’s bad for us. If we can’t predict what he’ll do…”


  “He can catch us off guard,” Starbride finished. “He’s got something more important planned.”


  “Like killing all of you,” Ursula said.


  Starbride’s stomach dropped. “Or he’s found Katya.”


  “If she’s hiding in the city,” Rhys said, “we’d have found her by now.”


  “Why?” Hugo asked. “The Fiend king hasn’t found us! And Princess Katyarianna is adept at hiding, or so I’m told.”


  Starbride didn’t argue with him. Katya was adept at not being seen, but not as much as Pennynail. He’d have found her, or more likely, she would have found them. That meant she was either out in the countryside, imprisoned in the palace, or…dead. “Horsestrong preserve us,” she muttered. Her eyes fell on the worktable again. There was a reason for everything Roland did, so if he wasn’t going to bother turning the Watch into corpse Fiends…“Maybe he doesn’t want to drain his essence.”


  “What was that?” Ursula asked.


  “When he makes a new corpse Fiend, he has to pull the energy, the essence, from somewhere. If he drains his own, he gets weaker.” He had Katya’s cousin Maia to pull from, or Darren, but perhaps he didn’t want to weaken any of them. “He needs to recharge.” Her stomach hit her feet again. “He has plans for the capstone.”


  “The what?” Ursula asked, impatience creeping into her voice.


  Starbride took a deep breath. “Do you remember what Katya once told you about the Umbriels being the ‘foes of Yanchasa the Mighty’?”


  “She said it was a symbolic title,” Ursula said, “but that sometimes her family had to defeat the thing’s allies.”


  “Good job they did with that,” Rhys muttered.


  Starbride ignored him. “They face the great Fiend in a very real sense. It rests, asleep, under the palace in a giant pyramid, and they have to keep it there.”


  Ursula slowly arched an eyebrow. Behind her, Rhys had a smirk on his face.


  “Hmm,” Starbride said, looking back and forth between them. “I imagine my expression looked just like yours when Crowe first told me about it. It sounds really stupid out loud. There’s a ritual, using Fiend magic, a type of pyramid that only the king’s pyradisté and a few others know about. But now the Fiend king has polluted this magic to merge with a Fiend.”


  It was only partly true. She kept back the history of Farraday, how the first king had loosed Yanchasa, and how it took the might of all his pyradistés to contain the great Fiend. She didn’t tell them how the Umbriels carried Yanchasa’s essence buried deep within them and how an Aspect of that essence could manifest, and they could become mindless Fiends.


  “But,” Hugo said, “isn’t the ritual performed every five years? That hasn’t passed since the last time the ritual was done. So…the Fiend king can’t fiddle with the capstone and Yanchasa until the right time, yes?”


  “I wouldn’t put anything past him,” Starbride said. “From what Crowe taught me, no one is supposed to be able to commune with Yanchasa except during the ritual. But a pyradisté can always sense the greater Fiend; I’ve done it.” She shuddered at the memory of the cold, inhuman touch. “He shouldn’t be able to draw on it.”


  “But he’s done the impossible time and again,” Rhys said.


  Ursula stared at her sergeant as if he’d grown another head. “You understand all this, Rhys?”


  “Nothing much surprises me anymore, Cap.”


  “Lucky you.” She smoothed her dark blond hair over her shoulders. It had gotten a little longer since Starbride had first met her. If it grew any more, she’d have to put it up somehow to keep it out of her face. The thought reminded her of Katya’s tidy blond hair, and she had to close her eyes a moment to keep herself together.


  “So if he tries to play around with this capstone thing,” Ursula said, “how do we stop him? You’re not suggesting we go into the palace?”


  They couldn’t let Roland become a greater Fiend. Maybe he’d gone mad enough to try to let Yanchasa out. Or maybe he had a new plan altogether. Whatever it was, they couldn’t let him complete it.


  Starbride sat up straighter, imagining Katya’s hands on her shoulders again. “We may have to. It’s our turn to strike at him.”


  Chapter Three


  Katya


   

 


  Katya watched at the rail as Captain Penner put the Spirits Endeavor into port at Pomanse. The city lights barely penetrated the layer of mist shrouding the harbor at dusk. They dropped anchor in deeper water and waited for a small boat to transport those bound for shore.


  Pulling her coat tighter around her, Katya fought not to shiver. She waited in silence with Brutal, Castelle, Captain Penner, and the purser for the Spirits Endeavor. They’d sailed halfway to Allusia and hadn’t found a safe haven. Roland’s forces hunted them through the countryside. They’d had one narrow escape at a port closer to Marienne when they’d put in for supplies.


  Captain Penner kept her crew on the ship, not trusting them to keep their mouths shut, especially after they’d had a few drinks. To quiet the grumbling, Katya had bought extra beer for when the sailors were off duty. So far, it had worked.


  Katya still needed to go into the city, though. She needed information the captain couldn’t get. She also needed to get off the damned ocean for a while.


  Once on dry land, Katya, Brutal, and Castelle left restocking the ship to Captain Penner and the purser. Lord Vincent and Castelle’s fellow thief-catchers from Marienne protected the rest of the royal family on the Spirits Endeavor, trusting that they’d be safer on the ship. Pirates wouldn’t dare come so close to Pomanse with its small navy of patrolling ships and catapults lining the shore.


  Katya strode through the darkened streets; the chill in the air allowed her to keep her hood up without arousing suspicion. Brutal had traded his red robe for homespun, not wanting to attract attention as a member of a strength chapterhouse. Random duels were a luxury they couldn’t afford.


  They found a modestly reputable bar, the seat of all gossip no matter the town. They mingled with the middle class, posing as merchants and keeping away from the wealthier taverns and anywhere low-rent enough to be dangerous. No information would come from any establishment too discreet or too wary for questions.


  Talk of what had happened in Marienne had just reached Pomanse. Katya took that as a good sign. News traveled faster than troops. Maybe Roland’s reach wouldn’t extend this far for quite some time.


  Of course, sympathy for the Umbriels might not extend this far either. Most of the people who lived and worked in Pomanse had been born there, and news of Marienne might as well have been news out of Allusia for all it affected them.


  “Is he going to increase taxes, this new king?” one merchant asked. He twisted a gold ring on his finger as if afraid Roland might march through the door and snatch it away.


  “Depends on who’s in charge,” one of the laborers answered. She stuffed an olive in her mouth and didn’t wait to chew before she spoke again. “Think we’ll get a new noble?”


  The merchant leaned away, picking olive bits off his coat.


  Katya shrugged as if she was as ignorant as they were. “What’s wrong with the one you’ve got?”


  The laborer laughed, making the merchant back farther away. “Oh, nothing, except she gallivants off to court instead of sticking around and keeping up her own estate.”


  “That’s what henchmen are for,” the merchant said.


  “Ha!” The laborer poked him in the arm. “Sounds like you want to be nominated, eh, Master High and Mighty? Want to be Count Nose In the Air?”


  Katya drifted away as the two fell to bickering. Duchess Skelda owned Pomanse and the land surrounding it, and she hadn’t made it out of Marienne with Katya’s party. She was likely dead, unless she’d convinced Roland that she stood with him. Katya nearly snorted at the thought. Roland wouldn’t settle for words. The more she learned about how he’d wanted to operate the Order, the more she thought he would simply change minds via pyramid rather than believe what anyone said.


  Katya started a few rumors, just to make things difficult should Roland try to spread propaganda. She called him a monster and described some things she’d seen in Marienne—as a merchant, of course. She told of how people were slaughtered and brought back to life as Roland’s soldiers. Few believed her, but that didn’t matter as much as the opportunity to sow doubt.


  After Katya and her friends left their second bar, they paused, backs to a closed shop where no one could eavesdrop.


  “What do you think?” Katya asked.


  “We could put ashore here,” Brutal said. “And go inland. Roland hasn’t come this far east.”


  “But where are we going to get an army?” Castelle said. “These people haven’t felt Roland’s monstrous side. They have no reason to rebel.”


  Katya stroked her chin. That was the truth. With barely any muscle behind her, she couldn’t conscript people. She and her family would have to convince them to leave their families and risk their lives. Even the local Watch would have more loyalty to their own people than to some crown hundreds of miles away, and Da had no local noble to back him up.


  “We have to convince them that they can’t let Roland get more of a foothold than he already has,” Katya said.


  “They didn’t believe us when we told them what he’s capable of,” Castelle said. “We’d have to tone him down a bit.”


  Brutal snickered. “We’re the, ‘the usurper is not as bad as all that’ party?”


  “You could probably get the local strength chapterhouses on our side, Brutal.”


  “Maybe. If we let the local pyradistés pry around in our brains, they could convince people we’re telling the truth.”


  Castelle grimaced. “That can’t happen to you or your family, Highness. I guess that leaves Brutal and me.”


  Katya frowned, both at the “Highness” and at the thought of someone picking through her memories. “No, you and Brutal know things other people can’t have access to. And if you can’t bring yourself to use my real name, use my cover.”


  “Miss Marchesa Gant, then, begging your pardon.”


  Katya swallowed her temper. “Let’s tell my father what we’ve found out. The ultimate decision is his.” Brutal and Castelle followed her to the docks. As they neared the slip for the pilot ship, they heard Captain Penner’s raised voice from the small customs shack near the water.


  “What in all the spirits’ names is a writ of declaration?” Captain Penner yelled. “I’ve been sailing these waters for twenty years, and I’ve never heard of the damn thing!”


  Katya crept to the edge of the shack and peeked in a dusty window. Captain Penner had her fists on her hips, staring down the harbormaster. The purser was nowhere to be seen.


  The harbormaster wore the badge of office around his neck, but the resemblance to every other harbormaster Katya had met ended there. His coat was far too nice, and he had lace at his cuffs. He wrung his hands and sweated. The harbormaster of Lucienne-by-the-Sea, where Katya and her family had started their journey, had been a huge man who didn’t take guff off of anyone, ship’s captain or no. And he didn’t dress like a dandy on his way to a ball. How could this sweaty, shaking man run an entire port if he couldn’t take being yelled at by one captain?


  “It’s a new policy,” he whined. “Just…just came down a few days ago, in fact.”


  “Came down from whom?”


  “The…duchess.”


  Katya slipped her rapier free and heard Brutal and Castelle draw their weapons. Duchess Skelda couldn’t have beaten them back to her home port. And if she’d sent orders after the uprising in Marienne, it wouldn’t have been for writs pertaining to docking ships.


  Captain Penner narrowed her eyes. She knew all that as well as Katya. She stepped close to the sweaty harbormaster. “And how does one get a writ of declaration?”


  “You…you apply.”


  “And how long does it take?”


  “Um…hours, only. Maybe a day, maybe.” His eyes darted toward the door.


  “Go in, Brutal,” Katya said. Whatever or whoever the harbormaster was waiting for, Katya wouldn’t give them the chance to arrive.


  Brutal smashed the window with his mace. While the harbormaster screamed, Brutal leapt the sill and hoisted the harbormaster into the air.


  Katya spoke through the window, waiting outside. “Who are you waiting for?”


  He only gibbered. Brutal gave him a shake.


  “There is no writ,” Katya said after he’d quieted. “You’re delaying the captain while you sent for someone. I want to know who.”


  He shook his head. “Please.”


  “Tell me, or I’ll tell them you aided the captain instead of hindering her.”


  “Please, please, I was only supposed to tell him if someone came into port from the west. He’s got my cousin, the real harbormaster, and I don’t know what I’m doing, so please—”


  Brutal dropped him. It had to be one of Roland’s spies. “Come on,” Katya said, waving Brutal and Captain Penner toward the window. “If you go out the front, you might run into him.”


  “We don’t have our supplies!” Captain Penner said. “And Mr. Sumpson is still on the docks.”


  “We’ll grab what we can carry as well as the purser, but we have to move.”


  The door banged open just as the captain began to climb out the window. Katya’s stomach shrank as Darren, Roland’s chief thug, stood framed in the doorway.


  Dressed in a black coat and trousers, painfully nefarious, he smiled and stepped inside. Two dead-eyed, gray-skinned corpse Fiends followed him, long knives in their bony fingers and the glint of a pyramid just visible under their broad brimmed hats.


  “Well, well,” Darren said, “so it is you. And to think, I was just about to leave this backwater and set my friends here to watch for you.” He grinned wider, his mouth stretching too wide as his features blurred. “I’m so glad I waited.” Horns jutted from his brow, just below his dark hair, and his eyes bled to all brown, no pupil or iris. Fangs pressed down from his lips, and the sense of cold rolling off him made gooseflesh ripple up Katya’s body.


  Captain Penner nearly fell through the window, blocking Katya’s path. Brutal rushed Darren, but the two corpse Fiends stepped forward.


  Katya pulled Captain Penner out of the way and dumped her on the ground. She hopped through the window and dashed for the harbormaster just as Darren bent to grab him. Katya sliced toward Darren’s neck, but he pulled away with the blurred speed of a Fiend. The harbormaster scuttled away.


  Darren laughed, the noise grating on Katya’s ears over the sounds of Brutal and now Castelle fighting the two corpse Fiends. Maybe Darren would be his usual annoying self and taunt her until Brutal and Castelle could help with him.


  No such luck. He slashed with his claws. Katya barely blocked. He wasn’t as fast as Roland, but he was much improved. Maybe he’d been chastised for his tendency to talk when he should have been fighting. A cracking noise came from Katya’s left, and one of the corpse Fiends fell to the ground.


  Katya kicked a chair at Darren. He smashed it out of the way and leapt at her. She stabbed his arm, but he took the blow and rammed into her, knocking her down. Katya kicked him and winced as her ankle threatened to buckle against his hardened flesh. She rammed her rapier guard into his face as he loomed over her. He winced and pulled back, so she hammered at him, but he got a claw past her punches and gashed her cheek. Katya ignored the flare of pain and tried to back him off enough to stand.


  Someone shrieked, and Darren turned as something smacked him in the head. Katya hopped to her feet. The harbormaster wept and screeched like all the Fiends in the world were at his back. Still, he whipped a bucket to and fro, his face purple with effort. Darren snarled and slapped the bucket out of his hands. Katya darted in and stabbed Darren in the chest, though it barely slowed him. She thought on Starbride’s words about these created Fiends. They needed a pyramid to help them control the monster within. Lady Hilda’s had been buried in the back of her neck.


  Katya came at Darren with a series of powerful thrusts, trying to get him to turn, even for a moment. Castelle jumped behind Darren, and he whipped around.


  There, a glint at the back of his neck, under his hair. Katya thrust.


  Darren’s hand snaked up, impossibly fast, and grabbed her rapier. Blood pooled around his fingers as they closed on the blade, and with one jerk of his arm, he snapped the end off.


  Castelle chopped at his wrist, but Darren kicked her into the corner. Katya tried to stab with her blunted sword. It could still shatter the pyramid if she hit hard enough.


  Darren spun and aimed a punch at her face. Katya dropped down and rolled away. She came up hard against Brutal’s legs, stopping him, but he swung at Darren anyway. It was Darren’s turn to duck, and he and Katya were briefly eye-to-eye. He winked at her, the bastard, and flung her broken sword tip.


  Katya jerked her arm in front of her face and the broken tip punched into the back of her hand like a dagger. Darren shot to his feet just as the harbormaster tried to tackle him.


  “Where is my cousin?” the harbormaster screamed. “What did you do to him?”


  “Get back!” Brutal said.


  Castelle grabbed the harbormaster’s coat and tried to jerk him away. Brutal pulled Katya upright just as Darren pitched the harbormaster through the window.


  Outside, someone shouted, “City Watch! Throw down your weapons and surrender!”


  Katya nearly cursed. Captain Penner had fetched the Watch, but maybe they could turn that to their advantage. Darren sighed as if the whole series of events was one big nuisance, but then he grinned his too-wide smile.


  “I have more pets,” he said. “Your uncle’s creations. Surrender to me, and I won’t have this place burned to the ground.”


  Katya laughed at him. “Or we could kill you now.”


  Brutal swung his mace, trying to drive Darren into Castelle’s waiting blade. He went where they wanted, but he ducked Castelle’s thrust, and she barely parried his strike from below. It forced her farther into the corner, giving him room to maneuver. Katya stepped closer to keep him from the door.


  “Leave this town,” he said, “and you condemn it.” He ran into the wall, knocking his way through in a loud crunch. Katya stepped after him, but saw only a Watch officer trying to pick himself up where he’d been knocked over.


  Katya stepped back from the hole and called her surrender to the Watch. They trooped out of the shack one by one. Luckily, Captain Penner stood up for them, and the harbormaster confirmed that Katya had been trying to help him. Even with the dead corpse Fiends, the Watch remained skeptical of their story.


  Captain Penner leaned close to Katya’s ear. “These things know you’re here. There’s no use in hiding. I think your father should address this.”


  Katya’s mouth set in a firm line as she wrapped a bandage around her bleeding hand. She had no doubt Darren meant what he said. As experienced as the Watch might be, they were no match for Darren and his corpse Fiends. He could raze the town.


  Unless they were ready for him. Katya’s father could talk them into getting ready; she had every faith. Maybe the revolution would start in Pomanse after all.


  Chapter Four


  Starbride


   

 


  Starbride walked dark stone hallways. Pyramids set in the rock flickered with each step she took. Screams echoed around her from victims she couldn’t see, and the smell of damp rock permeated the air.


  “Hello?” she whispered.


  Footsteps boomed down the corridor behind her, and the walls shook, sending dust swirling through the tunnel. Fear trickled through her like icy water. Roland was searching for her.


  She ran, but no twists or turns presented themselves. Roland was inside the secret passages with her, and he knew them so well, better than she.


  If she could only get out of the walls, get to Katya, everything would be all right. Down the corridor, just at the edge of her vision, a blond woman ran. Starbride’s heart leapt, but she couldn’t call out. If she made a sound, Roland would find her. He’d turn her into a monster and set her loose among the people she was trying to save, among the people she’d already condemned. Why wouldn’t Katya turn?


  “Miss Starbride?”


  She turned toward the voice, the only one that wasn’t screaming, but she couldn’t stop running. The footsteps were getting closer, and Katya was pulling away from her. “Don’t leave me!” she screamed.


   


  “Miss Starbride!”


  When someone grabbed her shoulder, Starbride shot upright and cried out.


  In the small, basement room of their hideout, Hugo backed away. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”


  “What?” Starbride blinked at him. On the table in front of her, her candle had burned down to almost nothing. Her arms rested on a large book. Pyramid crystal and the little tools she used to work it lay scattered around. A little spot of drool marred the pages of the book where her head had rested, and she shifted her arm to cover it.


  “Maybe you should try sleeping in the bed,” Hugo said.


  Starbride shook her head and tried clear the cobwebs from her brain. “I can sleep later.”


  He frowned, but when she matched him look for look, he raised his hands in surrender. Maybe he’d already figured out that she’d hear the same from Dawnmother.


  “Was there something you needed, Hugo?”


  He bit his lip and shuffled his feet, reminding her that only days before he’d turned fourteen. In the low light of the candle, his face seemed even younger. “I had a…book when I was a little younger. It was, well, it was stories of infamous people.”


  A worrying feeling settled in Starbride’s stomach, but she gestured for him to continue.


  He sat at the very edge of the bed. “It was a really popular book, probably because it was pretty small. They printed enough of them that we had it even out in the country, where I lived with my mother before…” He cleared his throat. “Well, when we went out today to get supplies, I found one easier than I thought. I guess everyone is still fascinated by blood, even after what the city’s been through.”


  “Hugo, your point, please?”


  He pulled a very slim, soft-covered book from inside his coat. “Please don’t scream or anything.” He reminded her so much of Freddie’s similar words that she knew whose face Hugo was about to show her.


  “Freddie Ballantine,” the caption read, “the Dockland Butcher.” The artist had gotten the angle of the jaw right and the set of the eyes. The short hair was right, but the picture had no sideburns. Still, the line of the forehead was exactly Freddie’s. The nose was a little off, and for some reason, the artist had sharpened Freddie’s teeth to points and given him a snarl so feral he looked like a wild animal. Starbride scanned the accompanying paragraphs: the story of ten murders, of Freddie’s arrest after he’d been found with a dead body, and then of his eventual hanging, daring escape, and final death during a fight with the Watch.


  “He perished in the same Fiendish fires which bore him,” she read. She nearly laughed, both at the error that Fiends were hot instead of cold and at the prose itself. She bet the story would bore Freddie were he to read it again. She had no doubt he’d seen the book before.


  Tired as she was, she considered telling Hugo the truth. Surely all of Pennynail’s acts of heroism would convince Hugo that this “Butcher” story was a lie.


  But no, she couldn’t do that. It wasn’t her secret to tell. “What am I supposed to be afraid of, Hugo? This man is dead.”


  “This…is the man I saw in here the other day. Whoever he told you he is, he’s lying. Pennynail is…this.”


  Starbride put on her most incredulous expression and hoped all her troubles had taught her to be a better liar. “This looks nothing like him.”


  “I’ve studied this drawing a thousand times, spent countless hours scaring myself witless with these stories. The old woman who cared for me when my mother wasn’t home told me that the Butcher didn’t really die, that he…” Hugo blushed to his ears.


  “That he remained alive to punish little boys who wouldn’t go to bed?”


  “Who wouldn’t eat their greens.”


  “Ah, and now you want me to believe that this Butcher has been aiding Katya for years and is now helping us hide from a Fiend, a creature ‘from the same fires which bore him’?” She tapped the picture. “This person would rather eat us than help us.”


  Hugo frowned. “Then why does he cover his face?”


  “Perhaps because people keep confusing him with a nefarious criminal.”


  “Maybe.”


  Starbride’s stomach began to settle. She didn’t want to push any more, hoping that with the nudges she’d given, he could convince himself.


  Then his head shot up. “Pennynail has a
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