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  Chapter One


The monster is fixing a waterwheel. 
The Temple manuals prepared me for bones, half-eaten pilgrims, perhaps an altar built from human teeth. None mentions repair work.
I stay behind the collapsed archway and tighten my grip on the sunsteel knife. Veyra, Queen of the Nocthyr. I have spent six months preparing to kill her. The sketches show seven feet of monster, four arms, six eyes, and wings nine feet across. She is larger than the sketches. The Temple promised accuracy.
Black-violet chitin gleams beneath the witch-lamps. Silver fuzz softens the joints, and her folded wings throw green and violet whenever she moves. Two hands brace the axle while a third works the wrench. The fourth selects a copper pin from the tray without looking.
Show-off.
Her antennae sweep above her head. When one angles toward me, I hold my breath and press two fingers against the saint-brand beneath my sleeve. Heat answers before I can call it.
Pain needles toward my elbow before I force the magic down. Three weeks ago, I could hold saintfire beneath my skin for an hour. Yesterday I burned through a bedsheet in my sleep.
High Saint Marrow gives me a month before the brand consumes the nerves in my arm. Perhaps two before it reaches my heart. My brand was an experimental consecration, a distinction she praised for thirteen years and now discusses as though I chose it.
Kill Veyra. Bring back her heart. Receive the cure.
The monster makes a soft clicking noise. I freeze. Her head turns. Six black eyes settle on the archway.
“Your breathing is terrible,” she says.
Her voice is rough and low, with a vibration beneath the words.
Veyra studies the knife at my hip.
“That too.”
“You can hear my knife?”
“I can hear you squeezing the leather. Forty seconds. It must be uncomfortable.”
She goes back to work as though I have left.
“I came to kill you.”
“So have many people.”
“That doesn’t concern you?”
She fits the copper pin through the axle.
“Eventually.”
I draw the knife. Sunsteel catches the witch-light and glows pale gold.
Her wings tighten. I lift the blade.
“By order of the Radiant Synod, you are condemned for the murder of thirty-seven consecrated saints, the corruption of the eastern wards, and predation against citizens of the upper city.”
“I recognized the tone.”
She picks up the wrench again.
I cross the chamber before she completes another turn. Three strides, knife low, aimed beneath the upper arm where the chitin thins.
Veyra strikes my wrist before I reach her. My fingers open with the pain, and the knife spins away. I duck beneath a wing. One clawed hand catches the back of my coat and lifts me off the ground.
I kick. My heel hits hard plating without moving her an inch.
“Rude,” she says.
She catches my elbow as I drive it backward. Two hands immobilize me. She still has two left.
I hate four-armed opponents.
“Release me.”
“No.”
I slam my head backward. Her mandibles snap near my ear. I feel the vibration of her irritation against my skull.
“Do that again,” she murmurs, “and I will wrap you in silk and hang you from the ceiling until you improve your manners.”
“Is that how you killed the others?”
“You think I killed them.”
“I know you did.”
Veyra releases me. I stumble forward, spin, and find her watching from several paces away, her wings partly spread.
“Who told you?”
“The people who found their bodies.”
“Convenient.”
“You deny it?”
“I deny many things.”
“That wasn’t an answer.”
“No.” Her antennae lower toward me. “It was not.”
I lunge for the knife. Veyra catches my shoulder as my fingers close around the hilt, but this time I turn beneath her arm and drive the blade backward.
The point strikes her side. Sunsteel flashes. She recoils with a hiss, smoke rising from the shallow wound, and I yank the knife free.
Her wings open across the chamber. I retreat until my heel finds the wall. Veyra rises to her full height, antennae flattened, all six eyes fixed on me.
“Again,” she says quietly.
I attack. She blocks the knife, catches my wrist when I change hands, and turns with the knee I drive toward her abdomen. Her wing knocks me sideways into stone.
The blade falls. I reach for saintfire.
Pain erupts beneath the brand. Gold light races toward my fingers faster than I can contain it. Veyra stops advancing.
“Found something you respect.”
“Control it, saint.” Her voice has lost its amusement.
I close the distance. Veyra keeps retreating from my glowing hand, though she has had no trouble with any other weapon I possess.
I catch her upper wrist.
Holy fire leaps from my palm. Her scream fills the chamber as chitin blackens beneath my fingers. She jerks away, but the fire has locked every muscle in my hand.
I cannot release her.
“Eira.”
She knows my name. Her mandibles pull tight against her face, and her free hands hover beside my arm. She could gut me if she dared touch me.
Burnt shell and hot metal fill my nose. The fire crawls farther up her wrist.
“Eira.”
I strain to straighten my fingers.
Her claws gouge the floor. Marrow told me their kind scarcely feels pain, yet Veyra is shaking so hard I can feel it through my locked fingers.
I seize my wrist with my other hand.
“Come on.”
Veyra’s claws scrape the stone. I force one finger loose, then another. The magic fights each movement, dragging pain through my nerves.
“Open.”
My hand releases her. She crashes against the waterwheel hard enough to shake it. Smoke rises from her wrist while I stare at my palm.
The knife lies within reach. I could finish the work, carry the heart upward, live.
Veyra cradles her burned arm. Her free hands stay open. Every eye follows my fingers as I uncurl them.
I step away from the knife. Veyra’s antennae lift by a fraction.
“Why?” she asks.
My hand is still smoking. I flex my fingers. Pain bites all the way to my shoulder.
“I haven’t decided yet.”
One of her lower hands reaches toward something behind her. I shift.
Veyra picks up the knife by its leather grip and holds the blade beneath the lamp.
“This edge is terrible.”
“You’re holding the weapon I brought to murder you.”
“It catches near the tip.”
A short, ugly laugh escapes me. She studies my face, then lowers herself beside the wheel with a whetstone. Her injured arm rests across her knee.
I sit against the opposite wall. She begins sharpening, keeping her claws clear of the sunsteel, and I stay to watch.






  
  Chapter Two


Veyra works the whetstone while I try to stop looking at her wrist. Gray-edged plates have blistered around the burn. Dark fluid beads where my saintfire cracked the shell. The knife wound in her side has clotted, leaving a dark streak across the plates. 
She adjusts the knife in its leather grip. When a fleck of sunsteel lands on her claw, it smokes. She shakes it off and continues.
I press my shoulders harder against the wall.
“You’re giving that back?”
“It is yours.”
“That seems stupid.”
Her gaze flicks toward my bare hands. “It is hardly your greatest threat.”
I curl my fingers into my sleeves. The heat has settled into a persistent ache.
“Why do you know my name?”
Veyra resumes sharpening.
“Eira Vale. Third Saint of the Eastern Choir. Consecrated at nineteen. Commended twice for cleansing breaches along the northern wall.”
“Keep going.”
“You killed a bone-wyrm beneath Ossen Bridge.”
“It killed six people.”
“You destroyed a nest of dusk crawlers near Tilbury.”
“They were feeding on livestock.”
“Three years ago you refused an order to burn a family sheltering an unregistered changeling child.”
The Temple buried that incident. Marrow called it an embarrassment and reassigned me for six months. It never reached the public record.
“How do you know about that?”
Veyra tests the edge on a scrap of leather.
“I listen.”
“To whom?”
“People who survive your religion.”
“You murdered thirty-seven saints.”
Veyra sets the whetstone down.
“Three expeditions entered the eastern crypt with cages. The first took twelve of my people. The second took nineteen. The third came with restraints shaped for our joints.”
“That doesn’t explain the bodies.”
“Your engineers cut a relief channel to draw more power. The lower ward collapsed. Everyone inside it died.”
“And I’m supposed to take your word for that?”
“You could examine the cut.” She lifts her burned wrist. “I suggest you examine several things before you try again.”
She rises. I get to my feet as well, remembering how easily she threw me across the chamber.
Veyra stops beyond arm’s reach and offers the knife handle first. New dark silk binds the frayed leather. I open my palm; she places the grip in it without touching my skin.
The new binding fits my palm. The grip no longer shifts.
“Why fix it?”
“The grip was slipping.”
“You understand why I brought it.”
“I do.” Her antennae incline toward the empty sheath at my hip. She waits to see where I put the blade.
I sheath it.
Her wings loosen.
“I could still try again,” I say.
“I would prefer you asked a useful question first.”
Several occur to me as I look at the wrist she holds against her chest.
The waterwheel groans. She crouches beside the mechanism and reaches for the wrench she abandoned during our fight. I should leave.
The old survey I copied before this mission puts a stair northeast of the wheel. My father repaired survey







