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The Hourglass of Time waits for no one. Seasons pass, the suns rise and set, and no one, not even the Deathless Kings, can turn back the sands once they have fallen.

—FIRST KINGDOM PROVERB
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PART ONE




ONE

Demon Hour was approaching.

I stood in the shade beneath a rooftop balcony, watching the citizens of Kovass scurry through the streets like ants whose nest had been poked with a stick. High overhead, Solasti, the first of the twin suns, blazed white against the cloudless blue sky. Her identical sister, Namaia, had climbed over the horizon and was closing fast. Demon Hour, when both suns stood directly overhead, twin gazes burning down like the glare of an angry goddess, happened every day. For one hour, every single afternoon in the land of Arkyennah, the air singed throats when breathed in, the sands became molten, and every hard surface was turned into a stovetop under the relentless glare of the suns. Animals fled to find shade or huddled beneath crude shelters. Merchants closed their doors and covered their stalls. Commoners went inside to nap while the wealthiest nobles lounged in private pools as servants fanned them with palm leaves. For one hour, Kovass turned into a dead city as every living creature, big and small, young and old, poor and rich, found whatever shelter or shade or dark crack they could to wait out the hellish heat of the twins.

Stepping back from the balcony, I took a deep breath, feeling the hot air fill my lungs, then let it out slowly. Across the maze of flat white stone and gray tile rooftops, Namaia crept ever higher into the sky. True Demon Hour wasn’t quite here, but the half hour that led up to it, with temperatures rising alongside panic and tension as everyone scurried to get things done, was probably the most hectic and chaotic time in Kovass.

It was also the perfect—and most awful—time to do anything you didn’t want people to see, which was why I was here, on this balcony, instead of back home in familiar territory. This safehouse was closer to my destination, and the less time I spent beneath the suns, the better.

“Is it time?”

I turned as a soft, raspy voice drifted into the room attached to the balcony. A hunched, robed figure shuffled up the stairs, leaning heavily on a cane. Shadyr raised her cowled head, and her milky, nearly pure white eyes stared right through me.

“Not yet,” I said, equally softly. “Soon, though.”

“Hmm.” She walked across the room and paused just shy of where the rays of the sun drew a line across the balcony opening. One withered hand reached out until the fingertips hit the edge of the sunlight. “Very soon, if you want to reach the Garden District just before peak Demon Hour. I hope you are dressed appropriately.”

I glanced past her head to the wall, where a cracked mirror hung above a dresser by the bed. The girl staring back at me was thin and unremarkable. Brown hair, brown eyes, and a face that was completely forgettable. Not that anyone ever saw it. My hood always stayed up, and my clothes were in light, neutral tones that the eye could easily pass over. In a city of limestone walls, bleached rooftops, and dusty, sun-scoured roads, dark clothes would be miserable and bright colors would stand out. Which, in my line of work, was the opposite of what you wanted. I was good at what I did because I blended in and became invisible.

“Of course, Shadyr,” I told her. “When am I not prepared?”

She withdrew her arm, the hand vanishing into her robes again. “Odd that you’re working alone,” she mused. “Where is Jeran? I thought the two of you were inseparable when it came to jobs.”

“Not today.” I shrugged, though she couldn’t see the motion. “Vahn was insistent that I do this one alone. It’s fine, though.” I gazed across the rooftops again, squinting in the gleaming brightness. “I don’t need Jeran. I work better solo, anyway.”

Though he wouldn’t be pleased to hear me say that. Jeran was a year older than me; tall, lanky, with dark hair and a halfway charming smile. He was good at what he did, just not as good as me, and we both knew it.

“Well, don’t get too cocky.” Shadyr patted my arm. “I remember my days with the guild, before my eyes started failing me. It was always better to have someone guarding your back to keep a watch for the patrols. Especially in the Garden District. Twice as many guards there as here.”

I snorted. “Yes, and they’ll all be under their little guard cupolas throwing dice,” I said. “Even if they do see something, I doubt they’ll go rushing out in the middle of Demon Hour to chase it down. But don’t worry.” I smiled at the old woman, knowing she would hear it in my voice. “They won’t see me. They never do.”

“You tempt Fate, little Sparrow,” Shadyr warned. “You think you can do everything alone, but that is not the way of things. I know.” She patted my arm again. “I know what the guild wants you to believe. But sometimes, you have to put your trust in something other than yourself. What do the teachings say? Our threads are all woven in the Tapestry of the World. Together, nothing can break them, but a single strand is weak and easily severed.”

I felt a chill in the small, warm room. Shadyr couldn’t know what I was doing, could she? No, of course not. I hadn’t told anyone about this job. It was just a coincidence that she had brought up the Tapestry of the World.

I stepped back and grinned. “Well, a single strand may be weak,” I said, “but it’s a lot more flexible with no other threads tangling it up and holding it back.”

She huffed at me, as if I had missed the point, and shook her head. “Namaia continues to rise,” she went on. “Are you ready?” Quickly, I ran through a mental checklist, making sure I had everything I needed. Supple but tough leather boots for running over rooftops. Leather gloves for grasping superheated stones and metal railings. The tools of my trade, tucked safely away in hidden pockets. A pair of daggers on my hips and a concealed knife in my boot. And a waterskin to combat the fiery glare of the twins. I hadn’t forgotten anything. It was time to get on with it and see what Fate had in store for me this day.

I pulled up my white hood, hiding my features from view, then turned to Shadyr. “I’m ready.”

She nodded once. “Will you be returning here when the job is done?”

I shook my head. “No, I’ll go straight back to the guild. Vahn is expecting me.”

“Very well. Tell the old desert weasel I said hello.” Shadyr smiled and shuffled back a few steps, milky eyes gazing through me into the sky. “May Fate smile upon you, little Sparrow.”

“And on you, Shadyr.”

I stepped back onto the balcony and paused just beneath the overhang, gazing out at the city. My task was difficult, but if I timed this correctly, I would reach my destination just as peak Demon Hour was upon the world. If I got it wrong … well, it was going to be unpleasant either way.

The air above the rooftops was already shimmering. At the balcony’s edge, I took a last breath of marginally cooler air, then hopped onto the railing and launched myself into open sky.

The heat of the twins, searing and relentless, hit me as I soared over the street, catching fleeting glimpses of the people below. No one looked up. Looking up invited the full glare of the twins upon your face. Gazes remained down, cowls, hoods, and shawls pulled low as the citizens of Kovass scurried to hide from the suns. No one saw a figure in white soar above the narrow space between the rooftops and land on the other side.

As soon as my boots hit the stones, I started to sprint. The “thieves highway” spread out before me, an endless collection of flat stone walls, tile rooftops, domed ceilings, and the occasional temple spire jutting upward toward the suns.

I paused beneath the shade of a small, covered rooftop garden to catch my breath. It was now so close to Demon Hour that the heat radiating from the stones and rooftops was almost as bad as the rays of the suns. In my tunic, I found the waterskin tucked close to my body and pulled it out. It was small, holding just a few swallows, but that would be enough to keep me going. I could probably make it to my destination and back without drinking, but in Demon Hour, I wasn’t taking chances. As Vahn always said, Almost everything can be challenged, almost every rule has a way around it. Except the twins. Do not fight them—they will win every time.

The water was lukewarm, but it still cooled my throat and moistened my lips, which had gone dry from breathing the scalding desert air. Leaning against a wooden post, I contemplated the journey still to come. The rooftop garden, with its latticed roof and sheer white curtains, provided just enough shelter for me to escape the pounding rays of the suns, but it was still unbearably hot. Sweat ran down my neck and trickled into my eyes, the burn of salt making me blink and rub a sleeve across my face.

And then, across the shimmering rooftops, I saw a figure. Dressed in light colors and a hood like me, they crouched atop a distant tower, watching the crowds below. They were so still that aside from the clothes and familiar hood, they might’ve been a statue. One of the protector beasts that adorned the walls and roofs of the temples. I stared in shock, wondering who else would be crazy enough to be out in Demon Hour. No one from the guild would risk it; I knew that for a fact. So who was this?

Another bead of sweat ran into my eye, making me squint and swipe at my face again. When I looked up, the figure was gone.

Okay. Maybe I’m seeing things. Crazy heat mirages. I guess I am the only one foolish enough to be outside right now.

Regardless, I had work to do. Peak Demon Hour was just a few minutes away, and I still had to get to my target. Tucking my waterskin beneath my clothes, I set my jaw and then slipped into the sunlight once more.

After jogging across several more rooftops, leaping the gaps between buildings, and vaulting over a few walls, I finally reached the edge of the Garden District, one of the wealthiest areas in Kovass, second only to the Palace District. It was easy to tell when you entered the neighborhood of the merchant princes. For one, the dusty, uniform colors of the streets gave way to brilliant splashes of greenery, as bushes, vines, and even flowering plants grew from carefully cultivated plots and gardens. Many of these plants were in the shade or beneath some kind of shelter that protected them from direct sunlight, but it was a staggering amount of wealth on display. The growing and caretaking of plants simply for aesthetic purposes was seen as a frivolous waste by most, but the heads of the merchant guilds had more money than they knew what to do with and flaunted their wealth every chance they had. What better way to show up your neighbor than to plant exotic bushes alongside your house and pay a king’s ransom in special soil, fertilizer, and gardeners to keep them alive? Not to mention all the water they wasted on beautiful but useless greenery.

Sometimes, the mindset of the very wealthy made no sense to me. But the suddenly lush landscape wasn’t the only sign that I had entered the Garden District.

In the very center, the enormous Temple of Fate dominated the district in all its white-stone-and-marble glory, gold-tipped spires rising into the air and catching the light of the suns. Within, the priestesses and the Ahsani—the High Priestess of Fate—counseled all the souls bound in the Weave, helping them understand their destiny and their role in the story of the world. We all had one, and whether it was big or small, earth-shattering or insignificant, our destiny, our fate, was as inevitable as time itself. When you were born, Fate determined your place in the world. King or peasant, merchant or craftsman, noble or outcast, once Fate chose your place, the only release from it was death. What you did in between, how you lived your life, would define your fate when you were reborn into your next existence.

At least, according to the teachings.

Keeping my gaze on the huge temple, I continued across the rooftops. Fate wasn’t something I gave a lot of thought to. I wasn’t a scholar or especially book-learned, and though I knew the best escape routes in the city and could pick my way through nearly any lock, the teachings could twist my brain into a jumbled mess if I thought too hard about them. There was a saying among the lower classes: If it is your fate to be a pig farmer, be the best pig farmer in the kingdom. I knew what I was good at. And I was very good at what Fate had decided for me.

Dropping into a tiny private courtyard covered with a lattice, I took a few deep breaths of shaded air. My timing was pretty much perfect. Not a soul was in the streets. No animals roamed the alleyways, the merchant princes napped in beds of cotton and silk, and the guards huddled in their domed cupolas, waiting for Solasti to move on. For the next hour, the city was essentially dead.

Which made my job only slightly easier.

From the top of one of the tallest buildings, I surveyed my target with a growing sense of dread. Not a home, not the abode of a fat merchant prince, surrounded by luxury and wealth. My target loomed before me, glimmering spires nearly scraping the clouds, almost daring the foolish to attempt the unthinkable.

The Temple of Fate itself.

My heart beat faster, even as I tried not to think about what I was doing. No one could cheat Fate. Fate knew all. There was no sneaking up on it, no pulling the wool over its eyes. It knew you were coming, and what you were going to do, before you even considered it. I was good at what I did, probably the best in the guild, but even I had my limitations. This task bordered on blasphemous. I wouldn’t even be here if not for Vahn and our strange conversation the night before.

“Hood down, Sparrow.” Vahn gestured to my head as I stepped through the door of his office. The Guildmaster stood behind his desk, lamplight throwing shadows over his weathered face. He had thick dark hair and even darker eyes. He wasn’t young, he wasn’t old, handsome, ugly, or anything. He was just Vahn. His most distinguishing features were the tiny scar on his lip and the missing third finger of his left hand.

“You know the rules,” Vahn continued. “Hoods down in my office. I want to see your eyes when I’m talking to you. Take it off.”

“Yes, sir,” I muttered, pushing my hood back. Instantly, I felt exposed, as if every eye in the room was turned on me, though it was just me and Vahn. I didn’t like taking it off, because then everyone could see me—the real me. I couldn’t hide anything. I expected that was the very reason for Vahn’s “no hood” rule when he was talking to any of us.

“Good.” The Guildmaster nodded, and a rare, faint smile quirked his scarred lip. “It’s nice to glimpse your face every once in a while. Every time I see it, it’s like you’ve gotten older.”

I grinned. “Is that why you called me in here?” I asked. “To make sure there’s not a withered old crone beneath my hood? I bet you don’t even know how old I am now.”

“Seventeen years, four months, thirteen days,” Vahn said automatically, as I’d known he would. “Not counting the weeks you weren’t with the guild, of course.” Vahn had found me as an infant in a gutted, abandoned house, with the shriveled corpse of a woman, presumably my mother, lying motionless nearby. He had taken me into the guild and trained me himself, and the guild members had adopted me as their own. From before I could remember, I had been raised among thieves, learning their ways and their secrets, until I joined the ranks as one of their best.

“I have a job for you,” Vahn continued. “A solo mission, this time. No teams—you’ll be working by yourself. I trust you’re up to the task.”

“Of course.” I perked up. In the guild, what you did—or stole—on your own time was your business. As long as you paid your dues and didn’t draw attention to yourself or the guild, you could pretty much do what you wanted. Actual jobs from the Guildmaster were a different story, and solo missions were uncommon. Depending on the size and complexity of the job, guild members normally worked in teams of two to five. Which was why I was often sent on assignments with Jeran, who had also grown up in the guild. His father had been a guild member but was caught while on a job and dragged away to prison. Jeran hadn’t seen him in years. We worked well together, though lately our missions had turned into friendly competitions to see who was better at whatever we were attempting. There had been a couple of close calls, which had resulted in a warning from Vahn to start taking our jobs seriously. I wondered if that was why I would be going solo this time.

My stomach felt sour. Vahn had never shown me any direct favoritism within the guild, treating me as a highly competent thief and never making excuses for my mistakes, but I had always been more than a simple soldier or a guild asset. I remembered his smiles, his patience when explaining how to pick a lock or move without making any noise, the nods of approval when I completed a challenging task. He had never been overly affectionate, but I knew I made him proud. Especially when I started to complete jobs even the most experienced guild members balked at.

In the past couple of years, though, he had become colder. Distant. To the point where he barely said a word to me that wasn’t mission-oriented. I didn’t understand it. Was I not performing well enough? Was he disappointed in me? Maybe I had to step up my game. I’d tried. Over the past several months, my ventures had gotten more risky, my targets more and more dangerous, as I’d attempted to show Vahn I was the best. Several times, I should have been caught, and it was a miracle that I’d made it out unnoticed, but nothing seemed to impress him. Even the other guild members had begun to whisper. I was unnaturally lucky, they said; no one could tempt Fate that often and get away with it. But Vahn only drew further and further away.

This was the first time in months that he had called me into his office alone. Whatever this job entailed, I had to do it well.

“Sparrow.” His voice sent a small shiver up my back. His eyes pierced a hole through me, as if peeling back invisible layers to find what lay beneath. “You’ve been with the guild a long time now,” Vahn continued. “I’ve raised you, taught you our ways, and over the years, I’ve watched you and your talents grow. You’ve become quite the profitable asset, and the guild is pleased.”

My heart pounded, warmth spreading through my stomach, but I couldn’t reveal how much that meant to me. So, I fell back on what I was good at. “Thanks,” I said dryly. “Being a profitable asset to the guild is all I live for.”

His lips tightened. “The sarcasm could use some paring down,” he said.

“I’ll work on that.”

He sighed. “In any case,” he went on, “there has been a request to fully appraise your skills and see exactly what you can do. This job comes directly from the Circle. As such, I don’t need to tell you how important it is.”

I straightened. The Circle referred to the ring of powerful people who essentially owned and ran the Thieves Guild. The Guildmaster reported to them, but as far as I knew, no one knew their names or had ever seen their faces. They pulled strings and gave orders from the shadows, never appearing in the open or within the guild itself. But there was no doubt that they conducted their affairs with an iron fist, and those who crossed them either fell into great misfortune, or disappeared from the city entirely.

A request from the Circle meant they had taken notice of me, which was both a good thing and a bad thing. Good in that they considered me an asset; talent had value in the guild, and those who were skilled were not so easily discarded. Bad because if I screwed this up, who knew what the Circle would do to me?

But the fact that this had come from the Circle, from the leaders of the guild, meant Vahn would have to see me now. I couldn’t fail this task. This was my chance to impress him once and for all, no matter how dangerous the request.

Meeting his gaze, I nodded with what I hoped was a confident grin. “Whatever the Circle needs me to do, I can do it.”

Vahn regarded me a moment more, then reached down and picked up a roll of parchment from among the various papers and coins scattered over his desk. The parchment had been sealed with red wax, though I couldn’t see the image branded into the wax from where I stood. For a few heartbeats, Vahn hesitated, staring down at the scroll, almost as if debating whether to give it to me. Finally, his jaw tightened, and he held out the parchment across the desk.

“Don’t open it here,” he said, pulling back slightly as I reached for it. “These orders are for your eyes alone. When you are finished with the letter, destroy it and speak of it to no one else. You are not to divulge or discuss its contents with anyone, not even me. Is that understood?”

I swallowed. “What are they going to ask me to do, steal the High Chancellor’s ring? From his finger?”

Vahn’s eyes narrowed and his lips thinned, causing his scar to go white. “Is that understood?” he repeated tightly.

“Yes,” I replied, and reached for the parchment. “Understood.”

“This is not a game, Sparrow,” he said, still not relinquishing the scroll as my fingers closed on it. “Recognition from the Circle is an honor, but they do not tolerate failure. If you fail them, both our lives could be forfeit. Because I am the one who vouched for you in the first place.” His gaze sharpened, his voice turning cold. “So be absolutely certain you understand what is at stake.”

My stomach dropped. “I’m sorry,” I said, as ice coiled around my insides. “You’re right. I’ll take this seriously.”

He finally let me take the parchment, holding my gaze as I drew it back. Glancing at the scroll, I saw the wax seal had been stamped with the emblem of a skull wearing a crown. The image was not one I had ever seen before.

A chill slid up my back.

“Go on, then,” Vahn said, jerking his chin at the door behind me. “I imagine you’ll want to read that and get started right away. Remember, not a word of this to anyone, Sparrow. The Circle are not to be trifled with.”

Clutching the scroll, I hesitated, wondering if I could still talk to him. There had been days that I had spent hours in his office, sitting on a chair while he worked, sometimes practicing my skills on different locks or containers, sometimes listening as he spoke to clients about jobs that only the guild could do. I had been immersed in guild politics and hijinks from the time I could walk, but lately, it seemed Vahn’s door was always closed to me. I wished I knew how to open it again.

Vahn studied me in silence, obviously waiting for me to leave, his eyes stony and flat. Biting my lip, I nodded, then slipped into the dimly lit halls and narrow corridors of the guild.

In the privacy of my room, I broke the wax seal and unrolled the parchment. Holding the scroll in the flickering light of a candle, I started to read.


Guildmember Sparrow,

It has been brought to our attention that you are a person of considerable talents and skill. We of the Circle wish to acquire an item, and we wish for you to procure it for us.



I rolled my eyes. Acquire. Procure. Terms of the guild. It was amusing how much effort went into dancing around the actual word, as if we were fooling anyone. We were a guild of thieves. We stole things. Simple as that.

The note went on:


The item we wish you to obtain lies at the heart of the Garden District. Guildmember Sparrow, you are to acquire, by whatever means necessary, the Tapestry of the World from the Temple of Fate. You are to present it to Guildmaster Vahn by the end of the week. If you cannot achieve this, we will consider you to have failed.

You are to speak of this to no one. You are to take no one with you. Retrieve the tapestry from the Temple of Fate, or the Guildmaster will suffer the consequences of your failure. We hope you will not disappoint us.

You have three days.



I burned the letter in a daze, my mind reeling as I watched the parchment shrivel into ashes. Steal the Tapestry of the World from the Temple of Fate? Were the members of the Circle mad? Don’t tempt Fate was a common saying throughout all the districts, from the lowest of thieves and beggars to the highest nobles. If I did this, I wasn’t going to be merely tempting Fate—I’d be spitting in her face.

But … if I didn’t, Vahn would be blamed for my failure. Which meant I had to succeed. I didn’t think the Circle would outright kill him; Vahn was the leader of a very tightly run guild of thieves, the only one in Kovass. It would be bad business to remove the person holding it all together. But I’d heard the stories. I knew they had killed people for less. I could not fail, which meant I had to succeed.

Besides, I mused as the last of the parchment dissolved into specks of ash, the wax dripping onto the stones like blood, this has to be some sort of test. The Circle had chosen me to attempt a heist no sane person would even think about. They were either trying to get rid of me—which made little sense, since I was one of their “most profitable” assets—or they were gauging my skills because they truly believed I was the only thief who could pull this off.

Well, if that was true, I had better prove them right.




TWO

According to the teachings, every life—every soul—was a thread bound in the Tapestry of the World. You could not change your placement in the Weave; once your thread was set by Maederyss, the Weaver of Fate, you had to accept your place in the story. A pig farmer could never become a king, a merchant could never become a noble. If it was your destiny to be a beggar, the lowest of the low, that was your place in the story, and it was a blasphemy against Fate to wish for more. The only thing you could do was to strive to be the best at your given path, to accomplish as much as you could with what you had, and pray that in the next life, Maederyss would recognize your great deeds and give you a better place in the Tapestry.

It worked the opposite way as well. If you were particularly evil, corrupt, selfish, or cruel, you might find your next existence even worse than your present one. A greedy prince might find himself cursed to be a beggar in his next life, or a heartless noble might return as a butcher or gravedigger. Some scholars even argued that in the worst cases, you might not come back as a higher creature at all. You might find yourself crawling around piles of waste as a dung beetle or sand fly. But since no one remembered their previous lives, and since dung beetles never wrote down their memoirs, this aspect was hotly debated among the philosophers and scholars of Fate. For the rest of the people, commoners especially, the belief was that you must do the best you could, and your fate would work itself out in the end.

Of course, there were those among the rich and noble class who thought they could buy their way into a comfortable next life. Which was why, in the Garden District, the Temple of Fate rivaled the majesty and elegance of the king’s palace on the hill. Standing beneath the overhang of some noble’s balcony, I gazed at the imposing structure before me and briefly wondered why, of all the things they could ask me to “procure,” the Circle wanted me to steal a tapestry and not, for instance, the ruby gemstone eyes from the carved statues on the rooftops. Or the solid gold candlesticks rumored to grace every corner within.

But I knew the answer. Even if it terrified me. Gold and gemstones were expensive, but physical expressions of wealth meant nothing to Maederyss. The Tapestry of the World, though it was only a weak mortal impression of the real Weave, was far more significant.

And I would be taking it. From the Temple of Fate itself. Literally from right under the goddess’s nose.

I took a deep breath, calming my heart and my mind as I continued to survey the street around the temple. There were no crowds walking the sidewalks, no throngs of humanity to blend into and become invisible. The streets were dead, and the heat radiating from the stones was an almost physical thing, pressing down on me. Peak Demon Hour had arrived.

A block down, one of the guard cupolas stood on a corner, its blue-domed roof shimmering in the heat. I spotted movement through the tiny open windows and knew that most of the patrolling guards would be sheltering in those small havens, drinking or throwing dice while they waited for Demon Hour to end. This had been a large part of my plan; normally you couldn’t walk ten paces in the Garden District without running into a guard or a patrol who did not look kindly on common street rats and would either run you out of the district or drag you off to jail on principle alone. But now the streets were vacant, and no guard I knew of would leave his shelter during Demon Hour to chase down anyone suspicious. As long as I wasn’t directly spotted, no one would come after me.

Across the wide stone road, the doors of the Temple of Fate stood open, ostensibly inviting everyone in off the streets. But I knew better. To put it bluntly, poor people were not welcome in the Garden District, and while that was not an official decree, the merchant princes were ruthless when it came to protecting their wealth. If a guard beat a thief to death in an alley or dragged a beggar through the streets to throw him out of the district, everyone looked the other way.

A pair of guards stood at the front entrance to the temple, though they looked half asleep. Certainly, they weren’t expecting anyone to come creeping across the rooftops and around the side of the temple, and then leap onto the sill of one of the open arched windows along the wall. I slithered through the window frame and dropped to the floor, darted behind a pillar, and took a deep breath. I was in, and I hadn’t attracted the attention of the guards. Of course, the question of the goddess herself taking notice of me was one I could do nothing about. The only uncertainty there was, would she do something about it?

Stepping out from behind the pillar, I hesitated, involuntarily holding my breath. Waiting to see if I would be struck down by lightning, or if the ground would open up to swallow me whole. When nothing happened, I relaxed and began a careful but steady walk toward the far wall, my eyes wide as I gazed around the chamber. I had never been inside the main Temple of Fate. I’d heard stories of its grandeur, but nothing could have prepared me for the reality.

It was noticeably cooler inside, shaded from the relentless glare of the twins. The main chamber was cavernous, soaring to an impressive height, with gold-veined marble columns and a painted ceiling that showed off the ridiculous amount of wealth that had gone into building the temple. The tallest of the huge windows lining the walls were tinted with painted glass that displayed beautiful patterns and blocked the sunlight. The floor was polished white stone carved with narrow rivulets that allowed water to flow across the floor from a central fountain and empty into shallow pools on either side. Bushes, flowers, and exotic plants surrounded the pools, which were filled with actual live fish. My mouth dropped open in amazement. Fish, the most expensive meat you could buy in Kovass, was worth twice its weight in gold, and was considered a delicacy only the merchant princes and the king could afford. But here in the Temple of Fate, the fish were actually swimming around. They were tiny, colorful creatures, most barely larger than my thumb, but they represented a king’s fortune darting around the bottoms of the pools.

For the briefest of moments, I was tempted to grab one. It would be easy enough to dart my hand into the pool and snatch a tiny, jewel-bright fish. But I didn’t want to kill the poor creature, and besides, finding a buyer would be extremely problematic. Our fence, Nazzir, would probably have a heart attack if I plunked an exotic fish on his desk.

Swallowing my amazement, I forced my gaze away from the obscene display of wealth and continued across the chamber.

At the far wall, past several aisles of smooth stone pews lined with plush red cushions, the enormous statue of Maederyss the Weaver, Goddess of Fate, loomed over the chamber.

Some images pictured Maederyss as a giant spider, methodically weaving the tapestry with her long, jointed legs. That was why it was considered bad luck to kill a spider, and having one in your home was considered a blessing from the Weaver. Maederyss was also pictured as a beautiful woman hunched over a loom, eyes focused on her eternal task. Never sleeping, seeing all. But some artists and sculptors took a bit of creative liberty with the goddess of Fate. This statue of Maederyss showed her kneeling behind the altar with her arms outstretched and palms up. An enormous length of cloth dangled from her fingers, gold threads glittering in the light.

The Tapestry of the World.

Or an interpretation of it. Obviously, no mortal could recreate the real Tapestry of the World. It was said this cloth had been woven by the most skilled rugmakers in Kovass, using the finest dyed silk from across the Dust Sea. Intricate patterns were designed through the weave, with gold, silver, and turquoise threads laced throughout the cloth. It was made to impress, and it did its job well, but I doubted it looked anything like the real Tapestry of the World.

Staring up at the huge statue, I felt my stomach tighten. The Circle said to steal the tapestry, but the actual weave was enormous. Two people would probably be needed to move it. There was no way I could fit the entire tapestry into my satchel.

But I couldn’t fail this task, the Circle, or Vahn. The Circle had to know how big the target was, and they’d specifically asked me to get the tapestry. They wouldn’t have sent me if they didn’t think I could do it. I had to complete this task alone, but the cloth was far too big for one person to carry.

So … what if I took just a piece of it?

 Horror filled my stomach. I ducked behind one of the gold-veined marble pillars in a dim corner to catch my breath. It’s not the real Tapestry of the World, I told myself, leaning against the slightly cool rock. You’re not going to be cutting the threads of millions of lives. This is just silk and cotton and normal cloth.

In the city’s biggest Temple of Fate. With the stone eyes of the Weaver herself staring right at me.

My heart was racing, and I felt slightly sick. For a second, I considered offering a prayer of forgiveness to Maederyss, but I didn’t want to draw attention to myself. Of course, if Fate already knew what I was attempting, nothing I was about to do would matter.

I shook all thoughts of Fate, destiny, and repercussions out of my head. I couldn’t think like that. I was there, and I had a job to do. My life—and Vahn’s—depended on it. Besides, what would Vahn say when I came back with a piece of the Tapestry of the World? Surely this would show him, beyond all doubt, that I was the best.

 I’m a thief, I told myself. The teachings say to be the best at what Fate has chosen for you. Well, if Fate wanted me to be a thief, then I’ll be the best thief anyone has seen and rob Maederyss herself.

I peered from behind the pillar, gazing around the room. As expected during Demon Hour, the temple was empty. No worshippers were praying to Fate, asking for a better existence in their next life, no priestesses roamed the aisles in their white hoods and robes, offering comfort and guidance for those discontented with their place. The lack of people would make my job easier, if only a little bit.

The Tapestry of the World hung a good fifteen feet from the floor, the edges too high for me to reach from the ground. There was only one way to get to the cloth, and that was to climb atop the statue. Of Maederyss. The goddess of Fate.

I was committing blasphemy after blasphemy today. In my next life I would probably come back as a sand beetle.

Crouching behind another pillar, I observed the statue, searching for the best way to scale it. The stone robes had several folds and creases that would make for easy handholds, so it wouldn’t be difficult. I had climbed walls that were smoother.

I took a final glance around the room, making sure I was still alone, then sprinted across the floor to the statue and leaped onto its robes. Without pausing, I scrambled up the carved stone hand over hand, deliberately not thinking about anything to do with Fate. I reached the goddess’s knees, then carefully made my way over to the cloth draped over her fingers.

Up close, the weave was even more beautiful, the golden and silver threads glimmering as I reached for one of the edges. Because I wore gloves, I couldn’t feel the texture of the weave, but the fabric was surprisingly light. Reaching into my belt, I pulled free one of my daggers and raised it toward the shimmering cloth.

My gut prickled. I froze, the tip of my blade hovering over the tapestry, as a shiver went through me and the hair on my arms stood up. It was the same feeling I got when I was on a job and I could sense a guard’s footsteps approaching. I didn’t know how I knew, but I never questioned the instinct. Something, or someone, was coming.

Reflexively, I ducked behind the only cover I could see—the dangling edge of the Tapestry of the World. Pressing myself into Maederyss’s wrist, I peered through the folds of cloth and gazed across the chamber.

A hooded figure dressed in a loose white tunic and cowl appeared in the temple doorway and walked down the center aisle toward the statue. The guards paid them no mind; I wasn’t even sure they’d seen the stranger come in. Their footfalls made no sound against the stones, and they moved with an easy, almost predatory grace. My heart pounded, and I went motionless against the statue, hoping to blend into the stone like a desert chameleon. If I had hesitated a moment longer beside the tapestry, I would’ve been seen.

Below me, I heard the squeak of a door opening, and then light footfalls padded across the room toward the stranger. “Is that you, kahjai?” came the quiet voice of what had to be one of the priestesses.

Moving as slowly as a rock tortoise, I peered down and saw that the stranger had stopped in front of the statue. They were tall, though from this angle I couldn’t see any of their features. A curved sword hung at their waist, its copper hilt glittering in the dim light.

“It is, High Priestess.” The stranger’s voice was low and deep. “Apologies for coming out during … Demon Hour is what your people call it, correct?”

“Yes, but do not apologize. It is an honor to have one of the kahjai visit us today.”

I couldn’t see the priestess, but her voice was stiff, as if she were reciting something she didn’t really believe. Her footsteps stopped below the statue, but I couldn’t see her over the stone edge of Maederyss’s knee. The stranger took a step forward, facing the priestess in front of the statue, though their hood was still drawn up, their face hidden by the fabric.

“Are we alone here?” the stranger asked. “We are not in danger of being overheard?”

“The rest of the sisters are asleep or in meditation,” the Ahsani, the high priestess of the temple, replied, and I imagined her waving a billowy sleeve toward the back of the chamber. “No one will venture out until after Demon Hour, so our privacy is ensured.”

“As you say.” The figure raised a hand and brushed back his hood, and I bit my lip to stifle a gasp of surprise.

I had never left Kovass. My entire life had been spent within its limestone walls, and for most people, the city was more than large enough that they never dreamed of seeing the world outside its borders. Especially since everyone knew what lay beyond. The wastelands, rocky, barren, and scorching, stretched away to the south until they hit the horizon. To the north was the great Dust Sea, the endless expanse of roiling, shifting sands that swallowed anything heavier than a scroll. Great sand ships or huge mechanical walkers known as striders were needed to cross Dust Sea, and they returned with exotic goods and wild tales of the lands beyond. Stories of people who traveled the desert on the backs of giant beetles, who used the monstrous insects like we used donkeys and oxen. Of clans whose warriors were half feline, with sharp claws and teeth and eyes that could see in the dark.

And then there were stories of the iylvahn.

A mysterious, reclusive people, the iylvahn were said to live in a magnificent city across the Dust Sea that no other race had seen the inside of. They were secretive and long-lived, and they hoarded knowledge like dust mice hoarded seeds. According to common consensus, the iylvahn were universally graceful, elegant, and beautiful, man and woman alike. They had charcoal or blue-gray complexions, strange-colored eyes, and pale hair. But their most distinguishing feature was their ears, which were slender and pointed like a Cyrian dagger.

Below me, the stranger lowered his arms, revealing high cheekbones, twilight colored skin, and slender ears shaped like the curved dagger in my boot. His short hair was white, almost silver, but the face below was young and shockingly beautiful, just like the stories said. His eyes were a pale, pale blue and glowed softly, like the nimbus of light around the moon.

“The queen of Irrikah sends her regards,” the iylvahn said, his deep voice sending shivers up and down my spine. “Out of respect for you and your position, I ask permission to be within the city.”

“It is granted,” said the high priestess, sounding very formal, “as long as your blade does not sever the threads still being woven.”

I bit my bottom lip, thinking of my mission, and how I still had to “sever the threads” in the very tapestry providing my hiding spot. I hoped this was simply coincidence and not some sort of omen.

“It is not my place,” said the iylvahn, sounding equally formal. “I am the blade that cuts the blight from the tree and the weak threads from the Weave. Nothing more or less.”

“Good.” The high priestess’s voice was tight, her facade of politeness fading. “I know the queen believes your work is necessary, and I will not ask the details of your mission, but I have not seen anything of this darkness she speaks of. The empire that lies beneath us is naught but dust and bones and sand. The Deathless Kings are long forgotten.”

A chill slid up my back. The Deathless Kings? What did a children’s faery tale have to do with the iylvahn? I remembered hearing a story of the Deathless Kings once, long ago, when I was very small. It had been frightening, so frightening that it had kept me from going to sleep for two nights straight, thinking a Deathless King might slither out from under my bed and drag me down to his dark kingdom. Vahn had finally explained that the Deathless Kings had once ruled the world, but they had vanished thousands of years ago, and the stories left behind were mostly used to scare naughty children.

I was a child then, so it might’ve been my imagination, but that night Vahn had seemed almost … angry. Not at me, but at the man who had told the story of the Deathless Kings. My childish fears had faded, though I couldn’t remember seeing that thief in the guild ever again.

“I do not question the queen’s orders,” the iylvahn said in a voice dead of emotion. “She said a darkness sleeps under Kovass, and it will rise unless certain threads are cut from the Weave. I am here to make certain it is done.”

The high priestess sighed. “Go, then,” she said. “Do your job quickly and return to your people. A kahjai in Kovass only invites death.”

Kahjai. I didn’t know what that was, but it was clear the high priestess did not approve of them. Though her tone quickly switched back to formal. “May your time with us be brief, may your blade cut true, and may you return to the shadows before any realize you exist.”

The iylvahn bowed. Without answering, he pulled up his hood, then turned as if to walk away.

He paused. Standing with his back to me, he turned his cowled head very slightly, as if listening to something behind him. I held my breath, wondering if he could hear my heart thudding beneath my tunic, and pressed myself even farther into the statue.

“Kahjai?” The high priestess sounded concerned. “Is something wrong?”

The hood turned toward the door again. “No,” the iylvahn said. “It is nothing.” Ducking his head, he started walking away. “May Fate smile upon you, Ahsani,” he said. Then he slipped out the door … and was gone.

I waited until the priestess’s footsteps shuffled across the floor and a door clicked shut behind her before springing to my feet. That had been entirely too close. If the iylvahn had seen me up there, I didn’t know what he would have done, but one thing was certain: I did not want to find out. In my seventeen years in the guild, I had seen many dangerous men. Thieves, predators, brawlers, and toughs. Men who would cut your throat as well as your purse, who stalked citizens though the streets and back alleys like sand wolves, who felt no remorse about breaking someone’s kneecaps, should the guild give the order. I knew which guild members I could trust and which to avoid, because regardless of guild law forbidding members to prey on each other, we were all thieves. Breaking the law was what we did every day. And we were good at it.

But the iylvahn, with his cold, pale eyes and beautiful, almost alien face, was by far the most dangerous creature I had seen. I knew my fair share of cutthroats and criminals. But there was no doubt in my mind—the iylvahn was a killer.

There was no formal Assassins Guild in Kovass. Mainly because the Circle existed. Its members controlled the organized crime in the city, and they didn’t tolerate competition. But there were rumors of shadowy figures from other lands who sometimes appeared in Kovass. I wondered if the iylvahn were the “shadowy figures” those rumors were talking about.

Unease flickered. First that bizarre request from the Circle, and now a mysterious stranger from across the Dust Sea walking into the Temple of Fate. I wondered if the two things were somehow connected, though I didn’t like what that implied. The iylvahn was dangerous. His visit to the temple didn’t feel like a coincidence. Something was going on, and I might be right in the center of it.

 Focus, Sparrow. That’s not what you’re here for, and you still have a job to do.

Grasping my dagger, I placed the blade against the silken edge of the tapestry. For just a moment, I held my breath, wondering if this was when I would be struck down by Fate. If one of the chains that suspended the chandeliers from the ceiling would snap, and I would be crushed under candle wax and iron, a freak accident in the Temple of Fate.

But nothing happened, and I drew the blade down the tapestry, easily parting the cloth. I winced at the noise; it wasn’t loud, but the sound of my dagger cutting through the expensive silk made my hair stand on end. I cut a sizable chunk from the whole, large enough that the cloth would be easily recognizable, then stuffed the fabric into my leather satchel.

 I have it! I have the Tapestry of the World. How many other thieves will ever say that?

Heart racing, I slid down the statue, hit the floor of the temple, and sprinted outside. The blazing heat of the twins struck me, but I put my head down and kept moving until I had slipped between the buildings across the road and ducked into a narrow alley. Only then did I pause to evaluate what had just happened.

Just to be sure, I reached a hand into my satchel and touched the fabric. It was still there. I had taken a piece of the Tapestry of the World.

I hoped it would be enough to satisfy the Circle. And Vahn. There were several minutes left in Demon Hour, though Solasti was starting to abandon her sister and make her way across the horizon alone. It would be scorching for another hour, and the rooftops would be thoroughly cooked, a miserable way to travel. I could probably make my way through the streets without too much notice, as the walkways and sidewalks were still completely dead. But guard cupolas sat on nearly every corner in the Garden District, and I was carrying a scrap of the Tapestry of the World in my satchel. Tempting Fate even further, when I had gotten luckier than any soul had a right to, didn’t seem prudent.

I took to the rooftops and started the uncomfortable journey home.




THREE

The Thieves Guild of Kovass operated out of the Docks District, one of the poorer and rougher sections of the city, but also one of the most colorful in terms of people. Here, on the edge of the Dust Sea, sand ships and the great mechanical striders would dock and offload cargo from the lands and cities beyond. Exotic goods, plants, creatures, and more passed through the docks on their way to markets or homes or private vendors. But the most interesting cargo was the passengers who came off the striders—Kovass citizens with stories to tell about what lay across the Dust Sea, or, very infrequently, a person who lived in the lands beyond. A wandering Fatechaser would sometimes come to Kovass on their journey to wherever the winds and Fate took them. Once, the entire Docks District was in a frenzy because a merchant had somehow acquired a juvenile rock beetle, the chosen mount of the insect-riding Scarab Clan. Even as a baby, the shiny black beetle was the size of a small donkey, with mandibles that could grind though solid stone. Unfortunately, rumors were that the merchant did not have permission to take one of the prized animals of the Scarab Clan. He was found in a dark alley one night, both arms and legs cut from his torso, and the beetle was never seen again.

But whatever a person’s reason for coming to Kovass, whether profit or curiosity or needing a place to disappear into, they all passed through the Docks District. Where, unbeknownst to all, the watchful eyes of the Thieves Guild took note of everything that passed through the sector. And, if it was profitable, acted on it.

Demon Hour had finally passed by the time I reached the district, and activity was returning to normal. The city was waking up as Solasti moved on and the temperature dropped; merchants returned to their stalls, beggars appeared on corners and sidewalks once more, and housewives cautiously poked their heads out of their doorways to gauge the location of the suns.

I dropped from the rooftops and landed in a shaded alley with a sigh of relief. The rooftops were more open, and probably the fastest way to get around the city, but that path required a lot of jumping, sprinting, and balancing, and frankly, I was tired, hot, slightly cranky, and didn’t want to expend more energy than I had to. The rough crowds and narrow streets of the Docks District were familiar and comforting. This was my territory; I was more at home here than anywhere else in the city.

“Sparrow.”

A figure melted out of a nearby alley, smoothly avoided a body lurching down the sidewalk, and came toward me with a smile and an arm raised. He was dressed like me and many others in the district, in loose clothes with his hood drawn up for protection from the sun. When he raised his head, laughing almond eyes glinted under the cowl. A few scraggly beard hairs were trying valiantly to grow on his relatively young, smooth face.

My stomach gave a weird little flutter, which I ignored. I had known Jeran a long time; he was a childhood friend who had faced tragedy when his father was taken away. We’d always been friendly rivals, always trying to outdo each other, but recently, it seemed as if he had grown up a lot. His interest in me had changed, too, his glances becoming longer and more pointed. I wasn’t blind. I knew what was happening. But I had avoided acting on it, making excuses when I could, or leaving the room before things went too far. It wasn’t that Jeran was undesirable, or that I hadn’t thought about him … in that way. I just didn’t know if I wanted to go down that particular road. It was easier—and safer—not to deal with those emotions.

“Jeran.” I smiled as he fell into step beside me. “What are you doing here?”

“Looking for you,” he replied easily. “I couldn’t find you anywhere in the base, so I figured you were holed up somewhere else.” A grin split his face as he glanced at me. “What’s the matter, did you get caught out in Demon Hour and couldn’t get back in time?”

I winced. “Something like that.” If he only knew. I had just stolen the Tapestry of the World from the Temple of Fate during the hottest part of Demon Hour. That was a lot of capitalized names, and I couldn’t even tell anyone about it.

Jeran snickered. “Sometimes, I don’t understand why everyone says you’re one of the best.” He sighed. “I just see you getting lucky, over and over and over again.”

I smirked. “You know, I heard that jealousy can stunt beard growth.” I casually scratched my own chin. “Besides, according to the teachings, there’s no such thing as luck. So that must mean I am the best.”

Jeran frowned and ran a hand down his jaw. “Certainly the most humble,” he muttered, rolling his eyes. I grinned. “Anyway, where are you heading now? Back to base?”

I nodded. “I have to report to Vahn.”

“Doing anything afterward?”

“Probably not.” Not unless the Circle wanted me to go on another solo heist. I hoped not. After stealing the tapestry, I dreaded what they might ask me to do next. Sneak into the king’s palace to “procure” the nose ring from his favorite concubine? “Why?” I asked Jeran.

He shrugged. “There’s a firedancer circus set to perform in Highmarket this evening,” he replied. “Dahveen and I were planning to attend. You’re welcome to join us.”

I cocked my head. “And how will we be attending this performance?” I asked in an innocent voice. Performances like that meant large distractions and a lot of people packed into one place, paying little attention to their surroundings or their belongings. Easy pickings if you went for that reason, but it also meant you couldn’t really enjoy the show. “Are we going as civilians or workers?”

“Purely civilians,” Jeran assured me, and smiled. “Unless an opportunity too good to pass up presents itself.”

“Obviously.” I thought about it, then shrugged. “Sure, it sounds fun. If Vahn doesn’t want me to do anything tonight, count me in.”

He nodded, and we continued through the district, weaving around beggars, sailors, workmen, and everyone else who had returned to life now that Demon Hour was over. Leaving the main street, we entered Warehouse Row, where blocky structures of stone and wood lined the roads, towering over us. The air changed, turning musty, dry, and somehow old. A haze hung in the air, not white or smoky, but amber colored, like the sky before a sandstorm. A fine powder coated every surface and clung to everything, including the people moving through the streets. Men and women passed us, their faces wrapped in cloth to filter out the dust, only their eyes visible through the fabric. I pulled my scarf over my nose, tugged my hood lower over my face, and took shallow breaths as dust began accumulating on my clothes and seeping into every seam

“I hate this part of town,” Jeran muttered, his voice muffled by the cloth over his nose and jaw. “The dust is really bad after Demon Hour. I wish Vahn would move the base
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