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THE CREED OF SILENCE

the final day

of the Hallowed Restoration

in the first year of the Fallen Gods

[image: ]

Holy are the silent—

Men who move without sound

Men who speak without voice

Men who live without intrusion

Holy are the silent—

Men who listen to the land

Men who hear the hum of light

Men who perceive the world’s power

Holy are the silent—

Men who confess their deeds

Men who obey without question

Men who follow the light

Holy are the silent—

Men who cast out the sinful

Men who abhor the wicked

Men who deny the dark

Strength through silence

Cela, cela.







Power demanded to be used.

And I had power.





AARU
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Thirteen Years Ago

WHEN I WAS FOUR, I REALIZED THAT I WOULD NEVER be enough.

A strange man had come to my house all the way from Summerill, the capital of Idris. When the front door shut, blocking out only scraps of the storm’s rush and clatter, Mother performed her duties: offering towels to wipe off the rain, tea to warm the body, and a new reed mat on which to place his wet shoes. All this she did quietly, speaking only with looks and gestures. Aloud, Father apologized for her slowness. The man said slowness was expected when a woman could give birth at any moment; his annoyed tone, however, outweighed his polite words.

After all the proper welcome rituals were finished, Father introduced me. Not my sister, although she stood at my side, as still and soundless as a held breath. I lifted my chin, as expected of the boy of the house. But of course I spoke not a word. Today, of all days, I was meant to be silent.

More than silent.

The man strode toward me, his footfalls hidden under the rain that pattered endlessly against the house. The Isle of Silence had two seasons: the dry season and the wet season, and the wet season was always, always loud.

As the man peered at me, I stuffed down a whimper. A choke of worry. A breath that might be too loud. I pushed it all deep inside my stomach, locked away in an imaginary box that resided there, because I was certain he would be able to hear any noise I made, even with the rain beating the walls.

Strength through silence, I prayed, but the man’s scrutiny was like fingernails scraping my skin, harder when thoughts turned into words. So I put prayers in the box, too.

Perfect silence: unattainable by mortal men, but demanded nonetheless.

My heartbeat was thunder in my ears; he must have heard it, too, because abruptly he spun and his attention returned to Father. Freed of his sharp stare, I didn’t dare make a sound in relief. I just faded into the background with Korinah and wondered if that was all, or if there would be another test.

With the expression of a most obedient son on my face, and my hands twisted behind my back, I tapped ::Strength through silence:: over and over, as though Idris might look up from his bed in the sea and suddenly find me worthy.

Had the god of silence found the strange man’s companion worthy?

The man had a boy with him, just a year or two older than me, though besides their light-brown skin, the pair didn’t look anything alike. Where the man was round, the boy was narrow. And while the man’s facial features were all spread out, the boy’s were squished into the center.

Yes, I decided. The man must have gone to that boy’s home, squinted at his face, and deemed him not just satisfactory, but worthy. Silent enough to be taken.

But silence had little to do with manners, at least as far as the boy was concerned, because he prowled the edges of the room until his brown eyes settled on Korinah, who was still very small for a two-year-old. Then he smiled, his boredom and apathy transforming into keen interest.

Korinah tensed, and I quickly shook my head at the boy, hoping to warn him off.

But he pinched her.

My sister flinched, closing her eyes and swallowing hard, but she didn’t make a sound.

He pulled one of her curls.

She winced and sidled toward me, and I put myself between them, tapping in the quiet code for him to quit bothering her. But the other boy was bigger. He simply reached over me and tried to poke her left eye.

“Stop,” I hissed, underneath the thrum of rain.

Until that point, the entire exchange had been soundless. But at my word, all the adults looked over, deep frowns crossing their faces.

::He was trying to hurt her,:: I explained in hurried quiet code, but it was too late. I’d spoken aloud. In front of a guest. An adult guest.

It didn’t matter that the other boy had been cruel to my sister, or that I’d used my voice to stand up for her. It mattered only that I’d broken the first high law of Idris:

Strength through silence.

FIRST IT WAS the basement. Later would come the beating.

There, as close to Idris as I could possibly be, I learned about silence.

In a society that valued silence most of all, every book was next to holy. They possessed the ability to convey words and thoughts and meaning across time and space, without uttering a single sound. Books were for the wealthy, though, so my family had none—save The Book of Silence, of which every family owned at least one copy. The holiest book of all. Idris’s words, silently spread on sheets of paper so soft that they didn’t so much as whisper against one another when the pages were turned. Every evening, Father read the book’s stories and teachings aloud, while Mother tapped them in quiet code.

The Book of Silence, as expected, had a lot to say on the subject of silence. Hand-copied pages were scattered on a table in the basement, with a pencil and pile of empty papers next to them. Waiting for me. Though I couldn’t yet read well, I could copy letters, and I knew what these pages were about.

Primarily, they instructed on reflective silence. In traditional music, the silence of every instrument was meant to allow the listener time to reflect on the note that just ended—to be joyful or frightened or worried. This silence heightened tension.

And they instructed on submissive silence—only one or two instruments playing while the others sat at rest. It forced the listener to focus on what was truly important in the moment, rather than the unendurable crush of unnecessary voices.

I sat at the table and copied letters one by one. I should have reflected, as The Book of Silence instructed. I should have surrendered my voice to the adults in the room. To the grown men.

Above, I could hear the man speaking: “Thank you, but he clearly doesn’t have the gift.”

“Please reconsider,” said my father.

“You embarrass yourself. But I should not be surprised. You have such a noisy little family.” Scorn filled the man’s tone. “I’ll take my leave now.”

I had shamed my family.

The sky went dark behind its ever-present shroud of storm clouds, and Mother came to get me. One hand curled around her belly, as though it had finally grown too big to stay up on its own.

“Are you finished praying?”

I hadn’t been praying at all. I supposed that meant I was finished.

I put down the pencil and nodded.

“Then come up and apologize to your father for humiliating him.” She turned and gripped the banister to haul herself back upstairs. Halfway there, she paused and looked back. Her voice was low, meant only for me. “I’m proud that you wanted to protect Korinah. But if you want a good life, learn how to do it silently, or don’t do it at all.”
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PART ONE

WITHOUT SOUND





CHAPTER ONE
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Mira

“RUN,” I WHISPERED.

Ilina, Hristo, and Aaru grew still, excitement forgotten. We’d only just escaped the Pit, but already warriors pursued us. Sounds echoed across the sunbaked field:



1.The cry of horns.

2.A clamor of shouts.

3.Boots beating the ground.



We had only minutes before they rounded a bend in the cliffside. Mounds of rubble blown out from the explosion offered us a little more cover, but it wouldn’t last long.

Escape did not mean freedom. We still had to fight for that.

“Run,” I said again, but this time I took off toward the thin forest that bordered the western side of the field, its edge too neat to be natural. Gerel would likely have been able to tell me how they sent trainees to cut back the growth using dinner knives or letter openers, but she and Chenda were somewhere else, securing more supplies.

I wished they were here.

On my shoulder, LaLa coiled into a tight ball of tiny dragon, then pushed herself into the air as I picked up speed. Her wingsister—Crystal—followed. I trusted them to keep up, to keep track of us. All dragons were excellent hunters, but Drakontos raptuses were the best at chasing scents and following movements.

Hristo and Ilina ran with me, and Aaru not far behind. Our four pairs of footfalls drummed against the ground, too loud to go unnoticed. Pain, exhaustion, and hunger weighed us down. Whatever I’d done in the Pit—that explosion of heat and power—was taking its toll; not that I’d ever been much of a runner before this, but now I felt in particular danger of slowing the group.

Even Hristo lagged, though, and under other circumstances that might have made me feel better. But if he couldn’t defend us, there was no hope of this escape lasting. We’d end up back in the Pit, our situations worse than ever. My identity was public now, and while some of my fellow first-level prisoners might not care, others did: a man called Hurrok had already made efforts to end me.

But he wasn’t a concern right now. The warriors were.

We stumbled toward the trees, so close that their heavy shadows fell over us.

“There!” I didn’t know the gruff voice, but I recognized the tone of a warrior. We’d been spotted.

I risked a glance over my shoulder to find three warriors closing in. We outnumbered them, and somewhere out here, there were at least four other escaped prisoners. But we were on Khulan, the Isle of Warriors, where the people’s god granted them immense strength. We didn’t stand a chance, even with three dragons.

Three dragons.

I stopped running. We were missing the third dragon: Kelsine.

When Ilina and Hristo came for Aaru and me, they’d said Kelsine was sleeping outside, waiting for us. But I’d been so consumed by seeing LaLa, my dragon, that I’d forgotten the Drakontos ignitus. And now we’d left her behind?

“What are you doing?” Ilina darted back toward me and grabbed my arm. “Let’s go.”

Before I could speak, she dragged me toward the woods again. My toes caught on tufts of grass and clumps of dirt, but I picked up my feet and ran. Ilina was right: stopping, even for a moment, could get us killed.

We plunged into the trees. A green veil dimmed the world as we moved deeper into the shade. Brush and brambles tugged at my dress, while birds called and bugs droned, their voices somehow adding to the oppressive heat. The air was heavy with humidity, making sweat form along my hairline and bead down my face.

Inside the fire-resistant jacket I’d stolen, it was getting hard to breathe. Plus, this was my second flat-out sprint of the day. I couldn’t keep this up. Not long enough to outrun a trio of warriors.

My legs burned as we careened through the woods, and pain stabbed at my side.

Fifty-seven, fifty-eight, fifty-nine.

I counted my strides, desperate to hold on to some measure of control.

My chest tightened, and even my hearing dulled to a low rush of air squeezing in and out of my lungs.

Seventy-five, seventy-six, seventy-seven.

My vision faded, and it was all I could do to keep Hristo in my sight as he navigated between tall, dark shapes. Trees, but they looked more like shadow beasts now.

One hundred and three, one hundred and four, one hundred and five—

My foot dragged over a root, and I stumbled. Fell. Twigs and leaves scraped at my palms, but it hardly mattered. I wasn’t going to be able to get back up. Not if I had to keep running.

Aaru dropped next to me, his hand on my shoulder. He squeezed in a silent question. Was I hurt?

I couldn’t catch my breath well enough to speak, either aloud or in the quiet code, so I just shook my head and stared hard at the ground, willing color back into my vision. Grainy shades of gray stained the world, no matter how much air I gulped. Surely this was what dying felt like.

Ilina and Hristo grabbed me under my arms and hauled me to my feet, dislodging Aaru. “No time for a nap.” Her teasing words were forced, though, and also breathless. She glanced over my shoulder. “But you’re right; this isn’t going to work. We’re creating a trail.”

LaLa and Crystal landed on a huge branch, watching with wide eyes as they shifted their weight from side to side.

“The warriors know these woods,” Hristo conceded, wiping threads of sweat from his brow. “They’ll be able to track us.”

“We have to do something different. And fast.” Ilina kept her voice low and, when I signaled that she could release me, she stepped back. “They’re walking. They know they have us. They know we’re tired. There’s no need for them to run.”

A pitiful whimper escaped me.

Hristo put his arm around my shoulders, lending me strength. “Let’s split up to confuse the trails. Then we’ll meet at the cabin in three hours.” With his free hand, he motioned—northward, I guessed, but I couldn’t tell, thanks to all the trees. We’d taken so many twists and turns that I was completely lost.

Earlier, he’d said the cabin was about an hour’s walk northwest, toward a pair of mountain peaks. At least, those had been the directions from the ruins. From here, I had no idea. Navigating through heavy foliage and zigzagging a trail would be even more confusing.

Hristo continued, “I’ll take Mira—”

“No.” Ilina hooked her arm with mine. “I’m not separating from her. Not again.”

Aaru stepped closer, too.

Hristo opened his mouth to argue, but Ilina had a history of winning, and the crash of warriors moving through the forest wasn’t that far off. “Fine. We’ll go together, but everyone must do as I say.”

We nodded.

“They’ll expect us to go downhill, toward the stream. We should create a false trail that way, but we don’t have time.”

Aaru lifted his hand. ::Will go.::

I interpreted.

Hristo nodded. “All right. The rest of us will head uphill, where we can hopefully get a better view of our surroundings.”

“Where is the stream?” Ilina asked. “I don’t hear anything but bugs.”

Aaru cocked his head, then pointed to the left.

“Leave a trail,” Hristo said, “but don’t be too obvious. When you double back, make sure you take the exact same path as before, or they’ll know.”

Aaru gave a swift nod.

“We’re going directly north. Up the mountain as far as we can. Are you sure you can find us? We can’t leave a trail for you to follow.”

This was starting to sound a lot like the original plan of separating, but instead of two and two, it was three and one. That was supremely unfair.

But before I could speak up, Aaru was slipping between the trees, toward the stream. He had the light step of a soft breeze, and he disappeared into the shadows quickly. It seemed unlikely that someone as quiet and careful as Aaru could leave enough of a trail for the warriors to follow. I should have volunteered.

“Come on.” Hristo touched my elbow and started north. “We have to hurry. Step where I step. Move how I move.”

I followed, with Ilina taking the rear. Obeying his instructions was harder than it sounded, because his strides were long and cautious. I had to clutch my dress up to my thighs to keep it from catching on brush, and that left my legs exposed for bugs and brambles.

This uncomfortable way of walking made counting steps difficult, but after five hundred paces and no sound of the warriors behind us, I chanced a question. “Why did you let Aaru go? What if he can’t find us?”

“Aaru knows what he’s doing.” Hristo kept his voice low.

He couldn’t possibly know that. Hristo had just met Aaru the day before, and that didn’t count because they’d been separated by an entire cell and Aaru had stopped speaking after Altan tortured him.

Hristo glanced over his shoulder, his brown skin flushed dark with heat. “He offered to go to keep you safe. Because he knows I will not separate from you, and neither will Ilina.”

And Aaru thought that since he was the newest of my friends, he was the most expendable.

Or . . .

Or he was using this as an opportunity to leave, now that I’d done my part in helping him escape the Pit.

He hadn’t even said good-bye.

After picking our way through the woods another seven hundred steps, I asked, “What about Kelsine? We left her behind.”

“She wasn’t there,” Ilina said. “When we came out again, she wasn’t where she’d been sleeping before.”

“You didn’t say anything.” Hurt bit into my tone. Kelsine had been used by the warriors. She was a victim. People came in and took her parents. Her family. And then she was thrust into a dark hall with strange humans. If she breathed fire at them, it was out of fear. She was a child, and Ilina should know that.

Ilina shook her head. “At first, I was so surprised to see Crystal and LaLa. And then the warriors came and we had to run.”

I lowered my eyes. She was right. My thoughts had been uncharitable. Of all people, Ilina understood the importance of dragons.

“We might still see Kelsine again,” she said as we climbed up a series of rocky shelves. “I don’t imagine she got very far. Not in her condition.”

“No more talking.” Hristo’s command came an instant before we heard a stray crack in the woods.

The three of us held absolutely still, waiting for another sound.

Above, LaLa trilled and wove between the trees. Perhaps the sound had come from her or Crystal. But no, both dragons had been up there all along. The noise had come from somewhere on the ground.

My heart pounded as I scanned the forest around us. Everything was brown and green, dripping with humidity. Birds called and red squirrels skittered from tree to tree. There was nothing unusual about the woods, at least as far as I could see. This place was different from the peaceful forests around Crescent Prominence, though.

Maybe I only felt that way because I’d never been hunted there.

After fifteen seconds, the tension in Hristo’s shoulders loosened and he continued guiding us uphill.

Our journey was slow, mostly because we kept pausing to throw stepped-on twigs away from our path. Several times, Hristo had us all bend and drag our fingers through trampled grass, to help it stand again and erase evidence of our passing. Then we’d toss fallen leaves and other forest debris in our wake, to create the illusion that no one had come through this area for some time.

Four thousand steps.

Five thousand.

Six thousand.

I tried to stop counting, because the numbers were getting ridiculous, but my mind dutifully tracked every step as though my life depended on it.

The sun dipped toward the horizon, and the whole time, I waited for Aaru’s return. It occurred to me that I knew so little of his upbringing—whether he could traverse strange woods without leaving a trail, or if he knew how to find clean water, or even if he was good at walking long distances.

What if he was hurt? Could he patch himself together well enough to find us?

I wanted to ask Hristo if we were almost to wherever he wanted to be—because we’d definitely been walking for more than an hour—or if we could go back for Aaru, but that tension had returned to his shoulders, and he kept checking our surroundings like he couldn’t feel how utterly alone we were out here.

Abruptly, LaLa and Crystal peeled off from our group and flew south, as though they’d spotted a mouse or vole. It was hard to blame them for choosing dinner over following us; my stomach grumbled with hunger, too.

I’d long since managed to catch my breath, at least, and the agony of running through the woods was mostly behind us. Only my chest hurt now, still pinched from physical exertion. As though my lungs believed that sprinting meant I needed less air, not more.

Stillness touched the forest.

First the birds. Then the bugs. Even the wind seemed hushed, and my mind worked through half a dozen possible explanations for this unbidden quiet. Warriors. Predators. Aftershocks. Storms. Sudden deafness. Aaru?

But Aaru’s silence would have been complete, and when Hristo paused to look around, I was fairly sure it wasn’t just me noticing.

Hristo glanced over his shoulder, long strands of sunlight shining amber against his dark skin. His mouth opened, like he was about to say something, but behind him, a haggard man stepped onto our path.

A map of white tattoos glowed against deep-brown skin. His filthy, matted hair had been recently cut, likely chopped by the long knife that rested against his thigh. I’d rarely seen his face, but I knew the man immediately. His fierce scowl, aimed at me, was unmistakable.

I’d been wrong to fear the warriors or a predator or anything else. I should have kept watch for the other escaped inmates, particularly the one who’d been imprisoned for attempting to kill me.

Hurrok.





CHAPTER TWO
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SWEAT SLITHERED DOWN MY FACE AS I CONSIDERED our situation.

Hurrok had the long knife.

We had: Hristo, the battered sword he’d carried from the Pit, Ilina’s bow (but no arrows), and three knives—one each. We’d had more, but they’d been destroyed along with the Pit. Ten minutes ago, we’d had two dragons, but they’d abandoned us for voles.

“Mira Minkoba.” Hurrok’s voice hissed with the wind. “What happened to your face?”

Before I could stop myself, my fingers brushed the bumpy ridge on my cheek. Though it was a new injury, the noorestone power I’d wielded in the Pit had healed it, leaving behind a scar.

Hurrok laughed. “You made it out. Hard to believe a pathetic thing like you could survive all that.”

He wasn’t the only one who was surprised. “That’s no thanks to you.” The presence of my friends made me stronger, and words I’d have never said alone came out when I was with them. “You almost ruined our escape. Why was killing me more important than freedom?”

“You wrecked everything. My work. My family. My whole life.” His knife hand trembled with rage as he stepped closer. “Killing you is the only thing I have left.”

“Stay back.” Hristo drew and lifted his sword, a move that should have been intimidating, but his arm shook with strain. He’d already fought off Luminary Guards and warriors, and escaped the noorestone explosion I’d caused. It seemed unlikely he was truly up to fighting off another opponent, even one who’d spent the last year in the Pit, screaming every time the noorestones went dark.

“Or you’ll have me arrested?” Hurrok’s face twisted with amusement. “The Pit is gone, Fancy.” That was Altan’s name for me, not his, but it sounded the same from both men, dripping with derision. “The warriors are dead. I can do whatever I want.”

And killing me was at the top of his list, apparently.

“There are plenty of warriors left,” I said.

“We’re still trying to get away from them. You should, too.” Ilina stood right behind me, her arm touching mine. Beads of sweat formed between us.

“I don’t care if they find me, as long as you’re punished for what you’ve done.”

I fought to keep my tone gentle. Calm. “You mean the Mira Treaty? You’re not the only one whose life changed because of it.” If I could keep him talking, then he wasn’t attacking. It seemed unlikely I could persuade him not to end my life—that would take someone with more Daminan skill than I had—but I had dealt with people who hated the Mira Treaty before.

Business owners who’d once made a living off transporting Hartan produce away from Harta, but were now destitute.

People who’d kept small dragons as pets and had to give them up to sanctuaries.

Dignitaries who were now required to respect the beliefs of other islands, rather than being allowed to dismiss them entirely.

But most of those people were able to separate the girl from the treaty and had no desire to hurt me. Until Hurrok revealed his attempt on my life, I’d had no idea there’d been more than one, and that first man had come when I was only seven; Hristo had saved me then, and apparently several times since.

Sweat trickled down Hurrok’s face. “This has nothing to do with the Mira Treaty. It’s all about what you said. You care for creatures more than you care for people.” He stepped toward us. “You Daminans claim that love is the most important thing in the world, but you proved that wrong the day you supported closing the mill.” Roaring, Hurrok surged forward with his knife, but Hristo lunged in front of me and blocked with his sword.

Metal clashed, sharp and bright and deadly. Hurrok whipped his knife around, and Hristo moved to counter. In the sinking sunlight, steel flashed and gleamed with every movement.

Ilina tugged my arm, drawing me backward—away from the fighting.

“We have to help.” But what could I do? I wasn’t a fighter, or a diplomat, and even if I’d had those skills, I was too exhausted; I couldn’t trust my body to do what I asked.

“Where did our dragons go?” Ilina looked to the sky. “A little fire wouldn’t hurt right now.”

She wasn’t wrong.

Desperately, I glanced around the forest, but only the lengthening sunshine fell through the trees. Twilight shadows grew across the ground, and for a heartbeat, I hoped Chenda was nearby; she wielded shadow skill like I’d never seen.

But these were normal shadows, not gifts from Bopha, and the fighting ahead took on a new fury as Hurrok pushed toward Ilina and me.

“We should run.” Ilina squeezed my arm and tugged, but where would we go? This whole trek, I’d unthinkingly followed Hristo uphill, and if he had a destination in mind, he hadn’t shared it. Yes, we’d been heading to the safe house, but obviously we hadn’t been going straight there.

Every time Hurrok lunged, Hristo put himself between the attacker and me, swinging his sword fast enough to blur.

Numbers rattled in the back of my head: beats of metal on metal, thumps of boots on dirt, and gasps from both men as their struggle progressed. Neither was at his peak, and the failing sunlight made it difficult to see.

But no matter how exhausted Hristo was, his pace never flagged. He met every strike with a parry, like he read intent in the other man’s eyes.

“Do you think Hristo will kill him?” Ilina’s hand was heavy on my shoulder. “Is that a dumb question?”

Hristo had killed people back in the Pit. Gerel, too. And maybe Ilina, though I’d seen her aiming for legs and shoulders, places that would injure but not eliminate. But what happened in the Pit had been desperation. We’d been trapped. Surrounded. And at least one group would have killed all of us; the other group would have killed most of us.

“I think Hristo will do whatever it takes to keep us safe.” My throat felt dry as we watched the battle move through the narrow space, brushing against trees and ferns and fallen branches.

Hurrok had said something about a mill—that I supported closing it.

Lightning flared in my head, and I knew. I knew what I’d done to him and why he hated me.

“The Nightmeadows!” I stepped forward, away from Ilina. “You’re talking about the Nightmeadows.”

Hurrok loosed a roar, jamming his knife at Hristo’s gut. My protector twisted his body, and the blade sailed safely past. In the same motion, Hristo lifted his knee, catching Hurrok’s flank, and the would-be assassin went down, arms and legs flying. His knife clattered against a rock, just out of his reach.

Hristo’s breath heaved as he planted his boot on Hurrok’s chest, pinning him down. He slid his sword point toward his opponent’s throat: a warning not to move.

“I remember the Nightmeadows.” I paused three paces away from them. “The mill was struggling to produce enough grain, thanks to broken equipment. The owners wouldn’t pay to have it fixed. The supervisors had started beating some of the workers to inspire them to reach their goals.”

Shadows melted into darkness as the sun dipped below the horizon. Through the purple gloom, Hurrok sneered at me. “My family depended on the mill. On the money I brought home. And you had the mill shut down and destroyed. For dragons.”

The Stardowns—the local Bophan sanctuary—had acquired a new Drakontos maior, but the bordering properties were too populated to safely keep such a territorial dragon. So they’d sought to purchase the surrounding land, offering a more-than-fair compensation for the trouble of relocating families and businesses.

“The sale was going to happen whether or not I spoke about it,” I said. “I’m Daminan, as you said. And I was only a voice, not a senator or councilor or judge. I read the speech I was given.” I’d done a lot of that in my life. Until that new year’s speech in the Shadowed City, the one supporting the deportation of Hartans, I hadn’t ever questioned the words I’d been given. I hadn’t ever refused until then.

But I had inquired about the fates of people before giving the Stardowns speech. Both the Bophan and Daminan governments had assured me everyone was being treated fairly in this agreement. And it was to help dragons. Of course I supported better accommodations for dragons.

“Your speech tipped the mill’s owners.” Hurrok’s tattoos twisted with his scowl. “They sold because of what you said. You ruined everything. My family starved because of you.”

Heedless of the sword at his throat, Hurrok kicked up and hooked Hristo’s leg at the knee.

My protector dropped and rolled back to his feet, and the sword flashed in the waning twilight. But it was too late. Hurrok had retrieved his knife and footing, and somehow he’d managed to place himself between Hristo and Ilina and me.

Hristo shouted, “Run!”

Ilina grabbed my hand.

Hurrok lunged for me, knife gleaming.

I stumbled away, but not fast enough. Fiery pain lit my shoulder blade, slicing my dress and my skin. Warm blood dripped down my back.

Then, chaos.

Ilina screamed my name, and I was running with her—or at least trying. Darkness hid roots and brush, and suddenly the entire space was a death trap.

We didn’t get far before Ilina pulled me behind a large rain tree. “Are you all right?” she whispered.

“I’ll live.” Between the trees, I could just see Hurrok and Hristo fighting. Hurrok thrust and twisted, suddenly inside Hristo’s guard. He pushed forward, jamming his shoulder into Hristo’s chest. My protector kicked the other man’s knee, and even from here the sickening noise of crunching bone was audible. Hurrok didn’t fall; though starved and weak from the Pit, he had a rage that gave him terrifying strength.

“Why did you say anything?” Next to me, Ilina was shaking. The whites of her eyes were bright in the purple gloom. “Upper Gods, Hristo should have killed him while he had him on the ground.”

Shame spiked inside me. She was right. I shouldn’t have said anything, but there’d been a part of me that hoped I could work the same magic my speeches did. That maybe the Daminan gifts of charm and persuasiveness would finally manifest. “I’m sorry,” I rasped.

The blades slid off each other with a loud shing, and Hristo moved to block a new attack—

Maybe it was the dark.

Maybe he’d misjudged.

Maybe Hurrok was just cleverer than he’d expected.

The knife came inside Hristo’s parry, cutting across the side of his hand. My protector screamed as both he and the sword dropped to the ground, and the sharp scent of blood pierced the air. An anguished howl rent the night.

Birds took flight, a flurry of squawks and feathers.

“Oh, Damyan. Darina.” A sob choked out of Ilina, and its twin wrenched up my throat a moment later when understanding hit. “Hurrok cut his hand.” She sank toward the ground, trembling with shock.

I dug my fingers into the rough tree bark, heart pounding and vision swimming with tears. Hristo had lost. The evidence was undeniable. Hristo slumped on the ground, his bleeding hand pressed against his chest as Hurrok seized the sword and drew it back.

“Watch your friend die, Hopebearer. Like I watched my family die.”

The blade swung.





CHAPTER THREE
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“STOP!” I CRASHED THROUGH THE WOODS, ROOTS and brambles catching at my feet, but I knew the truth:

I wasn’t going to reach Hristo in time. The sword would slice through his neck, and I’d lose him forever.

“Hristo!”

But the blade swung and—

Noorestone light blazed through the forest; two pairs of footfalls beat the ground; a knife whistled through the air and struck Hurrok in the back of the neck.

The sword fell. Hurrok followed an instant later, and he didn’t get up.

There was Hristo, bleeding next to a corpse and the blade that had almost taken his life. He’d doubled over, clutching his hand like the pain would cause him to explode if he didn’t shield it with his body.

I skidded and dropped to the grass beside him. Wet warmth leaked through my dress: blood. Hristo’s blood. It pumped from his hand with every beat of his heart, soaking the earth.

He listed to one side, and I caught him in my arms, ignoring the sharp pain in my shoulder blade as my cut tore wider. Hristo had always seemed so big to me, but suddenly he was a boy not much older than I was, and the way he shuddered revealed not only his fear, but his mortality. He could die.

Fallen Gods. He could die.

Just then, Gerel and Chenda ran up, sagging backpacks on their shoulders, and noorestones lighting their way. Above, LaLa and Crystal twisted between the trees before they settled on a fat branch.

“What happened?” Gerel removed her backpack and tore it open.

“H—Hurrok.” I drew my friend closer and kissed the top of his head. He tasted like dirt and sweat, and everything here—absolutely everything—smelled of blood. “Hurrok found us. Hristo protected me, but—”

“Seven gods.” Gerel pulled a medical kit from her bag, finding bandages and ointments. “I need a tourniquet to stop the bleeding. Mira, get his belt. Chenda, hold him steady in case he faints.”

Though sweat gleamed over his face, Hristo rasped, “I don’t faint.” In the light of two noorestones on the ground, it seemed that all the blood had drained from his skin, leaving a washed-out version of my protector.

“Call it passing out or falling unconscious. I don’t care.” Gerel tore a pad of cotton from its bag and pressed it against the side of his hand. “As long as later you remember to thank me for saving your neck.”

When Chenda had Hristo’s shoulders, I felt around for his belt, fumbling with the mechanism for a moment before I managed to pull the strip of leather free. Ilina had arrived by then, and while Gerel moved Hurrok’s body out of the way, we bored a new hole into the leather.

Within minutes, Gerel had the tourniquet tight around his wrist, and finally, the flow of blood began to slacken. Still, she placed pad after pad over the soft, muscled side of his hand, and he endured the whole thing with teeth-grinding stoicism.

“Put a jacket on him.” Gerel glanced at me. “Then we’ll need to cauterize the area to make sure it doesn’t get infected, otherwise he’ll lose the hand.”

“Cauterize?” I could barely speak the word.

She nodded. “Get your dragon to heat up a knife blade. Either you or your friend. Then hold him down, because it’s going to hurt.”

The last thing I wanted was to help burn my best friend, but I had to trust her. I did trust her.

I stood and clicked for LaLa, who landed on my hand with a thump. We’d never taught the dragons to breathe fire on command, but when I showed her the knife, she seemed to understand what I wanted.

Carefully, she turned around so the fire end faced away from me, and when we were clear of everyone, she inhaled into her second lungs. The moment her breath hit her spark gland on the way out, a rush of orange fire followed, licking across the steel blade.

After two more breaths, the metal glowed a dull red.

“That’s perfect.” Gerel took the knife and approached Hristo, whose eyes were wide with horror. “You’re going to live, protector.”

“Have you ever done this before?” Ilina knelt at Hristo’s right side, keeping his hand aloft.

Gerel peeled off the cotton pads to inspect the wound. “I’ve had more than adequate training for field medicine.”

“That doesn’t answer my question,” Ilina said. “Have you ever done this before?”

“Do you want to summon a real doctor, then?” Gerel tossed the bloody pads aside. “I would be happy to assist someone with more experience if you can produce them. Until then, I’ll do my best to keep your friend alive.”

Ilina bit her lip.

“Put a jacket sleeve in his mouth and hold him still.”

Chenda did as she was ordered, and braced herself against Hristo’s left side. Noorestone light made the maze of her copper tattoos gleam as she whispered something in Hristo’s ear.

Then Gerel pressed the flat of the knife on the injury until Hristo’s flesh began to sizzle, and he screamed into the sleeve.

LaLa took off toward the trees, while Ilina buried her face in Hristo’s shoulder. Chenda never stopped her whispering, though if it brought any comfort, I couldn’t see it. My protector cried out again and again, and all I could do was stand there, shaking, as the odor of burning flesh completely enveloped the scent of blood.

My stomach turned, but there was nothing in me to lose. Instead, I reached around and touched the cut on the back of my shoulder. My dress was shredded, and the cut bled freely, but this wasn’t the time to bother anyone with it.

::Mira.::

Aaru.

Any other time, someone tapping my arm might have made me jump, but even before the first letter of my name was finished, I knew Aaru was behind me.

I almost turned to face him.

I almost threw my arms around him.

I almost pressed my chest against his and hid my face in the curve where his neck met his shoulder.

But I didn’t do any of those things, because this was Aaru, and even an embrace of relief might feel like impropriety.

Plus, I was covered in Hristo’s blood.

::Sorry,:: Aaru tapped, and stood at my side as Hristo’s muffled screams finally ceased.

My protector slumped, unconscious at last. I hoped he found some relief in dreams.

Gerel tossed the hot knife on the ground and placed a fresh bandage over the wound. “We need to go now. I saw warriors working through the city, searching for escaped prisoners. In the woods, too. They’ll have heard all this noise.” She looked up to find Aaru standing beside me. “When did you get here?”

::Moments ago. Didn’t want to distract.::

When I interpreted, she just nodded. “Fine. Everyone, carry what you can. I’ll get Hristo. We’re leaving now.” She scooped my protector into her arms as though he weighed no more than a kitten, but that was the strength Khulan gave his people. I didn’t doubt she could carry all five of us, plus dragons, if she wanted.

Quickly, we gathered up the rest of our supplies and started through the woods once more. It was fully dark by now; only noorestone light and dappled moonslight illuminated our path. Eyes peered at us from dark trees, nocturnal mice and bats, suspicious of a group of clumsy humans tripping through their forest. Bugs whined and night birds called, and the heat of the day was finally fading. Still, the trek wasn’t any easier. Gerel instructed everyone where to step, how to cover tracks, and refused to slow when Chenda stumbled over a rock.

Conversation was not permitted; when I tried to ask Ilina if she was all right, Gerel shushed me.

I gritted my teeth against the pain in my shoulder. It wasn’t life-threatening, and she was right. We had to get moving. We couldn’t slow down for a torn dress.

“No tapping, either.” She shot a narrow-eyed look at Aaru and me. “I’m trying to focus on getting Hristo to the safe house and I can’t do that when it sounds like you two are auditioning for a spot in the Warriors’ Drum Corps.”

I glanced at Aaru just in time to catch the way his jaw tightened. It was probably highly insulting to tell an Idrisi they made too much noise.

But we obeyed, because more than anything, we didn’t want to go back to the Pit.





CHAPTER FOUR
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BY THE TIME WE REACHED THE CABIN, I WAS STICKY with sweat and blood, and I couldn’t stop the shivers that racked through me every few minutes. My dress clung to me like an ill-fitting second skin.

We’d been walking for hours—at least it seemed like hours. My thoughts felt like they were slipping, unable to gain enough purchase in my head to fully form, and every piece of my body ached. Especially my shoulder. But how could I complain when Hristo’s hand had been cut wide open? It seemed amazing he still had all his fingers.

I breathed through the pain. One, two, three, four. It helped, but I needed to collapse. I needed to not move.

Gerel called a halt when we were in sight of the safe house.

It wasn’t much, just a cabin closely surrounded by rain trees and broad-leafed ferns. A small shelter—perhaps an outhouse?—stood off to one side. Our haven almost looked like another part of the forest, except for the two windows. Neither had glass, just tattered curtains half-covering the openings.

“You”—Gerel nodded at Aaru—“go peek inside to make sure no one’s there. Be quiet about it.”

He frowned, but he slipped between the trees without rustling so much as a twig. At the wall, he held absolutely still, his head cocked while he listened. His eyes closed, and his lips parted just so, but after several long moments, he seemed satisfied enough to move the curtain. So carefully I might have thought him mocking Gerel if I didn’t know better, he peered inside.

Finally, he waved us into the cabin.

There were two rooms inside. One main area, with a fireplace, fourteen glowing noorestones scattered on the floor, and a pile of rodent-nibbled blankets. No food. The second space was a washroom, and miraculously it had a water pump with a faucet that curved over the lip of a huge iron tub. It was practically a boat, it was so big.

“We could have baths,” I whispered.

“And wash our clothes.” Chenda plucked at the filthy copper shirt she’d been wearing since arriving in the Pit.

“I wish the facilities were inside.” Ilina’s tone held just a hint of moping. “Did you see the outhouse?”

“We need to wash Hristo’s wound before baths or complaints.” In the main room, Gerel lowered my protector to the floor next to the dark fireplace, arranging his injury so that it was slightly elevated. “We need to boil water.”

She was right, of course. Hristo needed everyone’s help. “So we need firewood?” I started toward the door, but Gerel’s frown stopped me.

“There won’t be dry wood out there.”

“It will dry off in a fire,” I said.

“It will smoke in a fire. It’ll send a signal out for leagues and we won’t be safe here.”

Ilina emerged from the washroom. “The water pump doesn’t work.”

I wanted to slouch to the floor and cry.

Aaru abandoned the backpack he’d been unpacking and went to the washroom. Metal squealed and clanked as he began to dismantle the offending pump.

Vaguely, I wondered if I could use any of these noorestones to heat water, but that would involve knowing how to control my strange gift. Besides, I’d already used it twice today—or maybe that was yesterday now—and I wasn’t sure I could stand up for much longer, let alone channel noorestone fire.

“Then we have nothing,” Chenda said. “No food, no water, no heat.”

“I thought you’d gone to find supplies.” The floor seemed like it was slipping, and fog crept around the corners of my vision. This wasn’t a panic attack—at least, it didn’t feel like one—but it certainly wasn’t good. As casually as I could manage, I leaned on a wall. Pain spiked in my shoulder, so I tilted myself to take pressure off the cut.

“We have dragons,” Ilina said. “Crystal and LaLa can hunt food.”

At the sound of their names, the two Drakontos raptuses appeared in the window, their talons digging into the rotting wood. LaLa squawked and rustled her wings.

“How will we cook?” Chenda said. “No dry wood for a fire, remember?”

“Dragons breathe fire.” Ilina shook her head. “It’s not a perfect solution, but we don’t have a lot of options. Unless you want all of us to sit around being miserable and useless.”

Chenda scowled and crossed her arms. “Go, if that’s what you want to do.”

“You’ll thank us when you have a full stomach.” Ilina grabbed a noorestone and the two spare fire-resistant jackets, and then took my arm. “Let’s go. Put this on.”

Staggering after her, I shrugged on the jacket, struggling to hide my wince as the fabric fell over my injured shoulder. The material wasn’t as thick as the hunting gauntlets we wore at the sanctuary, but it would do for now. I clicked for LaLa, who glided over and perched on my forearm, rather than my hand like she normally would.

Inside the cabin, Gerel said, “Chenda, I need you to find a few things. . . .”

There wasn’t time to hear what Gerel wanted, or Chenda’s reaction to being given orders, because Ilina led me into the forest and soon we were out of earshot.

It was dark, but that didn’t matter to the dragons; they had excellent night vision. The sisters flew into the trees to begin their hunt.

For our part, Ilina and I stepped carefully over roots and around brush, trying to maintain the same level of caution Hristo and Gerel had insisted upon, but my dress snagged on twigs, and sharp leaves scraped my legs. Anyone who knew anything about tracking would be able to tell we’d been through here.

When we reached a small clearing, Ilina and I watched Crystal and LaLa hop from branch to branch, their scales shimmering in the cool noorestone light.

“Your friends were definitely worth coming back here for.” As we passed beneath the low branches of a mango tree, she reached up and grabbed a fruit. “One is ready to complain about everything. One thinks she’s in charge.”

Gerel was good at being in charge, though.

“One betrayed you.”

She had a point about Tirta, who’d only pretended to be my friend as part of her assignment from the Luminary Council. Apparently.

“And one won’t speak.”

“That’s not even on the same level as betraying me,” I said. “Besides, it’s not his fault. Altan did that to him.”

“He’s not very useful.”

“He saved my life.” Twice, though I hadn’t told her about the second time, when he’d helped keep my noorestone power from exploding. I’d promised Aaru I wouldn’t reveal his secret of silence.

She sighed, peeling the skin off the mango. “And I’m grateful he saved you. I just keep thinking about how much trouble we’re in now. I wish we’d sneaked out of the inn back in the Shadowed City.”

There was nothing I could say to that. Everything would be different if we’d left when they’d come to rescue me: Hristo wouldn’t be fighting for his life, and we’d be off doing our best to help save the dragons from a dark fate in the Algotti Empire. But Aaru, Gerel, and Chenda would still be in the Pit, and despite Ilina’s criticisms, I liked them. Besides, our gods urged us to think of our neighbors, to be compassionate and helpful. I couldn’t have left them in the Pit.

“Here.” Ilina cut a slice of mango and offered it to me. “You look like you could use a bite.”

“Thanks.” The fruit helped, and I considered telling her about the cut on my shoulder, but if I did, she’d take me back into the cabin without letting Crystal and LaLa hunt.

Still, when she offered a few more slices, I didn’t refuse them.

Slowly, we walked after the dragons, ready to take their kills. We’d been hunting with these two for years—they were efficient and never let their prey suffer, but they couldn’t always carry the game to us. Drakontos raptuses were only the size of weasels, and like most dragon species, their bones were hollow. While they could kill prey larger than them—honestly, most prey was larger than raptuses—carrying it could be a challenge.

So we followed, watching gold and silver dart down from the trees. Every now and then, a bright flame lit the path ahead: one of the dragons signaling a kill.

“I’m just worried about Hristo.” She took a limp-necked quail from Crystal, rewarding the dragon with a mango slice.

“Me too.” I scanned the trees for LaLa, then watched as she dived toward the ground, completely silent. A second later, a rabbit screamed. We’d have a good meal tonight—assuming we could light a fire.

I wanted to say something about Hristo’s hand. There was no telling when he’d be able to use it again, and it seemed like there must be an incredible sense of loss already building inside of him, haunting his dreams. But I wasn’t sure how to vocalize those feelings, or if I even should.

While Hristo had always been more than sensitive to others’ feelings, he wasn’t fond of talking about his own. If this had happened to Ilina or me, Hristo would have known exactly how to help us.

“I wish we had Doctor Chilikoba,” I said at last.

Ilina looked sharply at me. “Do you think Gerel did something wrong?”

I started to shake my head, but the dizziness swarmed in, clouding my sight. “I think Gerel did everything she could. Hristo owes his life to her. Neither of us could have done what she did.”

Ilina nodded. “I agree.”

“Doctor Chilikoba is a doctor, though. And she would have medicine to help him through the pain, medicine to keep his hand from becoming infected, medicine to help with all the bad feelings he might have.” I wished she were here for me, too. For the last eight years, she’d been giving me small amber bottles of twenty pills that numbed the panic. They’d saved me so many times since that first dose.

The pills had been taken from me when I was jailed, so in the Pit, I’d lived on the knife edge of panic. I’d had more attacks in the last two months than I had in the last two years.

“We’ll have to be the ones to help him,” Ilina said. “Just because his life might change doesn’t mean our love for him will. We’ll be here for him no matter what.”

Together, we gathered up five more kills before summoning LaLa and Crystal to us. They rode on our forearms, talons digging into the heavy wool jackets. “It’s too hot to wear these during the day. We’ll have to figure out a way to make hunting gauntlets if we’re going to do this again,” I said.

“I can try cutting the sleeves off these, but then we won’t have the jackets.”

We didn’t have a Drakontos ignitus on our hands anymore, so flame-resistant jackets weren’t as much of an issue as they had been when I’d taken them from the armory. At that point, I’d been terrified that Kelsine would burn my friends. And me as well. But mostly my friends.

Now Kelsine was gone, and Crystal and LaLa would never hurt us.

Ilina picked more mangoes as we walked back to the cabin, noorestone light guiding us. As glad as I was to be heading indoors again, my thoughts grew sluggish. The cut on my shoulder blade burned, and it was all I could do to keep placing one foot in front of the other.

LaLa trilled and licked my face. I wished I could reassure her, but it was unwise to lie to dragons.

The cabin’s bright noorestones drew me the rest of the way in.

Hristo still slept in front of the cold fireplace, wrapped in the third jacket and all the spare blankets. His hand was elevated on a backpack, but sweat poured down his face and his skin was leached of color.

He needed help. Even I, with my fading vision, could see that.

Chenda and Gerel hunched over a pile of plants, organizing them by some system I couldn’t discern. The scent of herbs was overpowering, enough to make me stagger.

“We brought dinner,” announced Ilina. She transferred Crystal to a window and began showing off the game we’d collected.

From the washroom, the whoosh of water gushing into the metal tub made everyone look up. Aaru emerged, his hands dark with soot and rust. A faint smile pulled at his mouth.

It was then I collapsed.





AARU
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Five Years Ago

The Book of Silence WAS DECEPTIVELY HEAVY.

Strangers to it often assumed that Idris was quite wordy, considering he was the god of silence, but the truth was that many pages were blank.





Or contained but a few words of wisdom.





These pages allowed the reader time to pause. To reflect. To deeply consider the previous passage.

They were silence incarnate.

In the time it took to turn the page, one might come to a new appreciation for the quiet in their own mind, or a new understanding of the Most Silent.

That, above all, was what Father said we should pray for.

Like a good Idrisi boy, I read The Book of Silence every day. And though I was not a fast reader, I usually finished the entire book once a month. I’d lost count of how many times I’d read it.

It was because of my multiple readings that I began to wonder:

Why did the leaders of Grace Community focus on certain pieces of Idris’s word every decan? The importance of a few strong voices, bolstered by the righteousness and attentive silence of others. The strength earned by enduring hardships. The superiority of men and the Silent Brothers.

Why were those passages given more weight than others? Such as the duty to consider words carefully. The loveliness of a kind voice. The understanding that silence could be wielded as a weapon—but should not be.

Why did we give more attention to the passages detailing when we should not speak, and no attention to those discussing when we should?

I wanted to ask Father, but I already knew what he would say: it was not for me to question wiser men.

And so I buried my questions under layer after layer of silence, as though I could smother them into nonexistence. But still, I wondered:

When could silence become harmful?





CHAPTER FIVE
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I DREAMED OF FLYING.

Of great wings and burning stars.

I AWAKENED IN the middle of Gerel stitching my skin back together.

It was an unsettling sensation, but it hurt less than the actual cut, so I clenched my jaw and counted floorboards (seventeen), thumps of a wooden spoon on the sides of a pot (fourteen), and taps of a tree branch against the cabin (twenty-two).

Three long seconds of thunder as it rumbled in the distance. Heralding the storm, the air felt cooler, stiller, and charged with lightning.

“That’s it.” Gerel clipped the end of the silk thread and dropped the needle into a bowl of boiling water.

“How many stitches?” My voice was groggy.

“Just five.” Gerel took a glob of green slime and smeared it onto the cut, then covered it with a bandage. The paste smelled sharply of anise and several other kinds of herbs I couldn’t identify. “This will prevent the wound from getting infected. Chenda and I made it for Hristo, but some people just don’t like being left out, do they?”

“Sorry.” I sat up, my left shoulder throbbing with the effort. But finally, I got a look around. Ilina was stirring a pot hanging from a hook on the fire. The aroma of cooking rabbit filled the room, lifting my gnawing hunger to a desperate need for food.

Hristo was still sleeping, but he looked better now. Less sweaty. Less anguished. They’d probably washed him and given him something for the pain as well. The bandages around his hand looked clean, so the bleeding must have stopped.

On the other side of the room, Chenda and Aaru sorted through the supplies, not speaking but still companionable. And in the windows, LaLa and Crystal spread their wings into the night air as though bathing in the sharp moments before the rain hit. Their necks stretched long and their faces turned up. Sparks danced between LaLa’s teeth as somewhere in the distance, lightning flared.

A few seconds later, thunder rumbled through the little cabin, making everyone pause. “Good thing we got here when we did,” Ilina said when the quiet returned.

Gerel grunted in the affirmative, then looked at me. “Why didn’t you say you were hurt?”

“You said you didn’t want to hear about injuries that weren’t life-threatening.”

She gave a deep sigh and kicked the medical kit toward Chenda. “I’m finished with this.” Then she marched into the washroom. The gush of water followed a loud screech from the pump, and when she came back, she was drying her hands on her trousers. “You could have died, Fancy.”

“I was trying to follow orders.”

Almost invisibly, Aaru slipped into the unoccupied washroom.

“You could have died if that cut had festered more. You lost a good bit of blood, which is probably why you were so dizzy, but you’ll get it back in no time. I’ll give you a smaller dose of the same things I’m giving Hristo. He lost a lot of blood.”

“I have more than enough blood.” Ilina glanced up from the boiling soup. “Can I give Hristo some of mine? Is that possible?”

“It’s been tried.” I gazed down at Hristo, wishing there was more we could do for him. Wishing he’d never been in this position to begin with. “Giving blood has saved a few people, but it’s killed even more. They get fevers, chills, hives: all kinds of problems. No one’s really sure why, because blood is blood, but even attempting transfers is banned on all seven islands, at least until there’s better research on how to make it safe.”

Firelight shimmered gold over the warm brown of Ilina’s face as she dropped her eyes to our sleeping friend. “Let’s not try it, then. I can’t bear the thought of losing him.”

“He’s going to live,” said Gerel. “At least, I’m reasonably sure. I’m worried about his hand, though. Without a real doctor, he might not be able to use it anymore.”

Ilina made a small, anguished noise.

Gerel shook her head. “Sorry. There’s not a delicate way to say it. He almost lost the whole thing. He’s lucky.”

“I doubt he feels that way,” Ilina said.

“You can ask him when he wakes up.” Gerel gazed at her patient. “If we can get him to a doctor soon, maybe they
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