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            THE STORY SO FAR…

          

        

      

    

    
      The story picks up months after Jaeth’s Eye ends. Enosh is still trying to bring the creature back under control with the help of Sapphire, one of the mages who is now supposedly working for him. Enosh is too obsessed with his goals and goes as far as to blame Sume for leaving him. He feels as if he has slipped, and his master doesn’t hesitate to remind him of his failures. As they build up, Enosh makes one mistake after another, starting with the escape of the leader of the mages that he had been holding prisoner, and then later allowing himself to fall into a trap set by a Gasparian lord, one meant to take all of his money and use his influence as a merchant for their own political maneuvering. He spends years in prison, which gives him time to engage in self-reflection.

      In the meantime, Kefier, Sume, and Dai journey back to Jin-Sayeng. Sume is heavily pregnant with Enosh’s child and gives birth along the way—she has tried to reconcile Enosh in the months after the battle with the mages, but he has been ignoring her in his arrogance. Kefier, without revealing that the father of the child is his brother, takes over as the child’s father, finding a semblance of meaning in this act even as Sume wrestles with her own feelings as a mother.

      Sume and Kefier grow closer as a result of raising her daughter together, ending in a night which Kefier regrets, on part because he feels like he has overstepped his bounds. Sume also learns more about her father’s past as a “hero” who helped bring a new caste into Jin-Sayeng, and finds herself as a confidante for the uncrowned Dragonlord of Jin-Sayeng—incidentally, the same traveller Kefier and Enosh had once encountered as children.

      Prince Rysaran, as he is otherwise known, has been trying to find a dragon just like the Dragonlords of old—he believes that his weak reign is a result of not having a dragon to call his own. He learns of a creature that fits such a description being transported near the Jin-Sayeng/Gasparian border, and tricks one of the warlords into taking it for himself. The warlord makes the mistake of taking the creature back to his keep before setting it loose…the creature goes on a rampage, destroying his entire city and killing his children. The warlord himself goes mad, and Sume feels the effect of the creature herself.

      Rysaran convinces himself that this “creature” is a dragon he can tame. She is unable to stop him and watches as the creature takes flight and destroys yet another city before disappearing.

      During this time, Kefier discovers that his adopted daughter, Rosha, has a connection to the agan. Yn Garr takes a special interest in Rosha and has her stolen. He explains to Kefier that he means to make sure that she is schooled properly—particularly important because the creature is trying to kill her through the agan fabric in her dreams because she is Enosh’s daughter and the creature is afraid of Enosh. He coerces Kefier in assisting his plans, starting with his murder of the former leader of his mercenary group.

      Kefier, while unwilling to bloody his hands, do it out of love for his daughter, who has become his purpose for living in all these years—he sees parallels of his love for her everywhere he goes.

      He assumes control of his old mercenary group despite their initial misgivings. He and Sume reunite, where Sume tells him about everything that had happened in Jin-Sayeng and how the creature’s escape means it has become more powerful than ever.

      They decide that their best chance is to locate Enosh, who has been quiet all these years after being framed by the Gasparians for murder of their king. He is now in the custody of Dageians, including Sapphire, who has still been attempting to carry out her duties to protect the world from the creature all this time. Kefier and Sume argue over their future and his persistent fears that she and Rosha will leave him to return to Enosh, which culminates in Kefier admitting to her that he was the one who killed Oji, ending their relationship.

      After an accident involving an airship, they manage to find Enosh’s location. A testy reunion with Sume later—who he feels abandoned him, just as she is aware she was just a passing fancy of his—they agree to work together and get to one of the creature’s parts before Yn Garr does.

      However, just as they find it, Kefier betrays them, as he feels that Rosha’s best chances lie in him continuing to work with Yn Garr. Sume disagrees, thinking that they need to find Rysaran and the creature first in order to keep Rosha safe. After a big battle between all parties, Kefier returns to Yn Garr and Rosha, while Sume joins forces with Enosh and Sapphire.

      Side arc: The prologue of Aina’s Breath shows the last day of King Hyougen of the Shi-uin people, whose final sacrifice involved casting a spell that covered his entire land in ice. This prevented the Dageians from gaining free access to the agan wells the Shi-uin have managed to keep secret all these years.

      In truth, the Dageians invaded because of Gorrhen yn Garr of Yn Garr Industries’ involvement. The Shi-uin had also been housing one of the creature’s parts. The resulting catastrophe caused Yn Garr to abandon his plans for the meantime and go to the islands of Gorent instead.

      Out of the many survivors of the disaster at Shi-uin included Hyougen’s daughter, Princess Mahe, and Izo, the blacksmith’s son, whom Hyougen tasked with protecting his daughter.

      After Prince Rysaran disappears with the creature Yn Garr had picked up from Gorent and was nurturing all these years, he decides to try Shi-uin again, sending Kefier to shadow the remaining Enji mages’ plans. Mahe and Izo’s presence allow them to unearth this piece, which Kefier takes and gives to Yn Garr.

      Side arc: Sapphire is descendant to the mage who helped seal away the parts of the creature in the first place. To be precise: she is the bastard sister of the leader of the Enji mages. Her father’s influence allowed her and her sister to be schooled in Dageis. After the destruction of Enji at the hands of Yn Garr, she “assists” Enosh even as she tries to find ways to stop Yn Garr’s plans from coming into fruition.

      Side arc: Prince Rysaran is the only son of the Dragonlord Reshiro. Reshiro Ikessar brought many strange ideas to Jin-Sayeng, one of which included embracing trade with the Kag and elevating merchants up in ranks into becoming their own caste, the “alon gar”. He was assassinated when Rysaran was a child.

      Rysaran blames his father’s “weak rule” to the lack of a dragon…he thinks that posession of a dragon—at least, a strong one—is tantamount to gaining Jin-Sayeng’s respect as a Dragonlord, as in the olden days. He refuses to be crowned unless he finds a true dragon and spends years travelling for his quest, neglecting his land in the process. The warlords of his land find this detestable, with his biggest critic being Warlord Yeshin Orenar of the Oren-yaro.

      He tricks Warlord Yeshin into obtaining the creature for himself to test his loyalty. Yeshin fails, and his treachery results in the destruction of his own home and the death of many of his people, including his own sons. Yeshin, for his part, blames Rysaran’s pride.
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      Tiora’s brother returned to Gentigen on the nine hundredth and fiftieth day after he had left to study the agan arts in Dageis under the tutelage of the most learned mages of Eheldeth in the Dageian Plateau.

      He arrived on the last trading ship for that season. It was a premature homecoming—Tiora had been counting the days, but she knew his studies were supposed to take years, and the unexpected sight of him crossing the plank to the docks with fire burning in his eyes unsettled her. She almost didn’t believe it was him at first.

      But Tiora had known her brother from the moment he was born, would know him anywhere from a distance, in dream or in sleep. She held her breath for a moment and concluded that he was probably on a winter break and had come to surprise them. Tightening her cloak, she left the vendor she had been haggling with and crossed the street to meet him.

      “Ja,” she said, when she got close enough for him to hear. Her voice was lost in the crowd. “Jaeth!” she called again.

      Jaeth turned. For a moment, there was no recognition on his face. His dark eyes glowered as the sun cast shadows on his tawny skin, which seemed to look more sunburnt than usual. And then he smiled. “Sister.” He reached for her. His hands were bandaged and there were bruises on his face.

      Tiora allowed him to wrap his arms around her before wagging a finger at him. “Why are you home so early? Did you get into trouble? You were chasing Dageian skirts again, weren’t you? If Liraine finds out, you won’t hear the end of it. And what would Father think?”

      Jaeth drew back from her. “Don’t tell them I’m here. Not yet.”

      The sound of his voice took Tiora aback. Jaeth had always been a cheerful boy—nonchalant to the point of foolhardiness, even. To hear such gravity in his usual smooth voice was frightening. “Why?” she asked, trying to keep her own voice light.

      “Just—don’t.” He took a breath so deep it seemed to rattle his bones. “I will be at Jor’s tonight. He knows I was headed back.”

      “You’re not coming home?”

      “Eventually. I need time.” He pulled away from her until they were an arm’s-length from each other, although he still held her hands in his. “You look well, sister,” he said, letting his fingers lace through hers. “Has Ossai come to court you at last?”

      “Don’t change the subject!” She jerked her hands back to her sides and gave his face a closer look. There were deep lines under his eyes and along his cheeks, lines that didn’t use to exist before. “What happened to you back there? You can tell me, Ja, and if you don’t want Father to know, I’ll keep my mouth shut. You know I can keep a secret.”

      “I know,” Jaeth murmured. “That’s what worries me.”

      She closed her eyes, trying to hold back her temper. “All right,” she said at last. “Jor’s, then. Do you want me to walk with you?”

      “I’d rather walk alone.”

      “Ja…”

      “Please, Tiora. You do not understand what the mere sight of you is doing to me. You, Father, all that is good and true at home...I cannot bear it.” He kissed her on the cheek. “Tomorrow, perhaps. Yes, visit me tomorrow. Bring me those wrap-cakes you make so well.”

      “Wrap-cakes,” she snorted. “I don’t see you for nearly three years and you want wrap-cakes.” She sighed. “So be it. I’ll bring them tomorrow. I hope you choke on them.”

      He smiled before he walked away.

      

      Tiora made the cakes all night, layering each fold with slices of sugar-covered fruit before dousing them with caramel sauce and almond slivers. The servants helped her, but didn’t ask for whom they were for; she hinted that they were maybe for Ossai. Their father dropped by the kitchen to steal one, but if he suspected anything he didn’t say it out loud. He just stood by the window while licking his fingers, the impish look on his face quite unlike the imposing one he wore as High King Elian of Gorent. When he tried to ask for more, Tiora threatened him with the rolling pin.

      She left before the break of dawn with the cakes in a covered basket. Jor’s house was by the foot of a hill half an hour’s walk south of Gentigen. She took her time, enjoying the sound of the waves as they crashed on the black cliffs below her. She hoped Jaeth would get enough sleep and be less short-tempered when she spoke to him.

      The house was silent when she arrived, which was strange because Jor usually kept dogs and they would bark long before guests ever got past the garden gates. She pounded on the door several times before she found the courage to turn the handle. Cold darkness greeted her. She knew, even before she stepped foot inside, that there was nobody there. She ventured forward, hoping to prove herself wrong. One room was locked; she pressed her ear against the door and didn’t hear a soul.

      She returned to tell her father everything. King Elian’s eyes hardened at her story and without another word, sent his men out to scour the city and ride through the countryside. No ship had left the docks since yesterday, and no travellers were seen heading out. Jaeth was gone. The men were skeptical. Was she not mistaken? Tiora was close to her brother—he had been hopelessly attached to her skirts when he was younger—and she had been missing him so much. With news of the war between Dageis and Gaspar, perhaps it was only natural that she thought…

      But her father believed her. He returned to Jor’s house with her and went up the stairs, tearing the locked bedroom door open. He uttered a strangled cry, blocking her with his arm before she could run in herself. The walls and floor were covered in black sludge. In the middle of it all was a body, half-decayed. The floor underneath collapsed. She realized, just as the corpse came crashing to the floor below, that it carried Jor’s face.

      

      Days turned into weeks. A letter from Eheldeth came, confirming Jaeth’s withdrawal from his studies. He had, in fact, left a year and a half ago, and due to the nature of his departure, which remained undisclosed, was barred from ever returning. Elian folded the letter after reading it and stared at the flickering candle beside him. “Leave me,” he murmured, when he realized that Tiora was still standing there.

      “Father…”

      “I said leave!”

      She dropped her head back and closed the door. As soon as the latch clicked, she heard a low moan, and realized her father—the strong, silent, ever-watchful High King of Gorent—was weeping.

      It was the first letter. It was not the last. A few more weeks came by, and then one of her father’s men, a short, burly soldier named Sorka who had gone to Dageis in search of her brother, returned with grim news. “He was last seen in Drusgaya,” he said, “trying to peddle dark magics to the Dageian Emperor.”

      “By Ab’s teeth, I hope Cerknar had enough sense to send him packing,” Elian grumbled.

      Sorka dropped his eyes. “He did. That’s not the problem.”

      “What is?” There was a brief silence. Elian got up from his chair and threw a goblet in frustration. It clattered against the wall, the sound of metal on stone. “What did that wretched boy do, now? Tell me, Sorka, or so Ab help me, I’ll strip you off your rank and give your goats to the dock-workers to feast on!”

      “Cerknar had sense,” Sorka intoned. “But his son didn’t. Somehow, Jaeth got word to Prince Ralius and secure a meeting. Ralius…is dead, my lord. They think Jaeth did it. The Empire wants recompense.”

      “Oh, Ab,” Elian groaned, in a voice that made Tiora think she heard his heart break. The news went beyond a father’s sorrow. It was the voice of a king on the verge of a precipice, watching his people before they took the plunge.

      Is that why you came home, Brother? Because you killed a prince? She withdrew from their presence, wondering what was worse—that the empire, the most powerful nation in all the known world, would accuse her brother of such a thing, or that she, his sister, who loved him more than anyone ever could, believed them.

      She consulted with the servants and made arrangements to leave in secret. She needed to find her brother, to understand why he had done these things. They didn’t save that money for his education just so he could play around like a fool. If their mother could see this now, why...ah, but Tiora wished with all her heart that she wouldn’t. She might rise from the grave just to yell at them, and as much as Tiora missed her mother, that was something she didn’t think she’d ever want to see.

      The severity of Jaeth’s actions did not occur to her until the third letter came. Up until then, she had been brooding over what a disappointment he had been and why he couldn’t even think of sending word to his sister so she wouldn’t worry so much at least. The third letter came from one of their sea-captains, out on his regular patrols along the coasts. It said, in letters that read like they were etched in blood, The Dageians are coming.

      Elian’s eyes hardened. He crumpled the letter and threw it into the fire. He turned to Tiora.

      “Your brother,” he said, “just brought war to our doorstep.” He said it matter-of-factly, like he was announcing the weather. He had been expecting this.

      Tiora swallowed. She understood; peace with the Dageians, at best, had been tumultuous. The empire had been expanding its borders for centuries and it was only out of fear of Gorent’s own shiar that it had honoured their trade agreements and kept clear of their waters so far. Or at least that was what they believed. Now it was clear that Dageis had been acting the part of a lion playing with a mouse. To declare war on the west without a single word when they were already at war with the south…

      “We could ask Hafod for help,” she said. “They’ll come. Baidh, too.”

      “Baidh? What can they do? Set their sheep against the Dageians? As for Hafod, I’d give half of the kingdom to see the day Karthos raises an army for my sake, never mind in the time it takes for those ships to get to our shores. No, my love. I do not think the Dageians are here to talk. I will have to fight.”

      Tiora bent over his seat. “Alone, Father? I can fight, too. Most of your men don’t know half as much about the agan as I do. I could burn the first ship that lands ashore.”

      “I know,” Elian said. He looked at her with an odd expression.

      “What is it, Father?”

      “I should’ve sent you to Eheldeth. Not him.”

      “He’s your heir.”

      Elian’s jaw tightened. “You’re my eldest. I should’ve consulted with the elders and changed the law. I could have. I wanted to. The day you were born was the happiest day of my life. But they advised me to enjoy raising my daughter and wait for a son, because the other nations do not understand our traditions and can only recognize a son. My daughter, my true heir…” He dropped his head. As she bent over to embrace it, her chin on his thick, black curls, he murmured, “Can you ever forgive me?”

      “There is nothing to forgive, Father,” she said. “Remember that we love Jaeth, too.”

      “He should be here now, facing this with me.” Elian shook his head. “I need you to guide the civilians to hide in the islands. Disappear in the mountain villages. If the worst happens and we lose the headlands, I will meet you in Sen’senal.”

      Tiora took a deep breath. “I don’t want to leave you, Father.”

      “I can trust no one else with this task. One way or another, our people must survive this.”

      “I know.” She sighed and bent down to kiss his forehead. “If Mother were here…”

      “She would’ve brought Jaeth home, talked to Cerknar, negotiated a treaty, turned those ships around, and still have dinner ready before sundown.” He gave a crooked smile. “Make haste in your preparations. I want you all out of here before daybreak.”

      

      Hundreds of years later, a little girl stops reading. Her fingers graze the edge of the page, but she does not turn it.

      “Why stop now?” her father asks.

      “I know how it ends,” she says. “This way, I can pretend it has a different ending.”

      There is an amused look on her father’s face, the sort he gets when she is suddenly beyond his comprehension. “Even if you do that, it doesn’t change the past. Elian, High King of Gorent, was slaughtered at the hands of the Dageians. The Gorenten peninsula was lost, our people dispersed into villages in the wilds. It is the same story, every time. You know this...you’ve read enough of them.”

      “But what if we change the rest of it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It ends at Chapter Ten. The king dies, the princess escapes, the prince is never found again, they lose their kingdom. But what if there is a Chapter Eleven?”

      Her father pauses before giving that same, crooked smile, reminiscent of Elian’s; they have the same mouth, though he doesn’t know it, and the memory flickers from her before she can grasp what it means. “I knew someone who said the same thing, once,” he murmurs. “The exact same thing.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “He…” Her father’s face tightens. She senses all the words he wants to say and cannot. “Go to sleep,” he says at last. “It is late.”

      She closes the book with those last, unread pages, pulls her father’s arm around her, and drifts off into the night.
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      To My Son, Gorrhen,

      

      It grieves me to know that you think I have failed you in my duties as a father. I am left with deep regrets over our last meeting in Tilarthan and the anger with which we parted. I said some words that you may have taken the wrong way.

      We will talk when I return, and you will forgive an old man for his outbursts. I face death tomorrow so that you, your brothers, and your sisters may grow old and have children of your own someday. Remember that for you, I would fight until my last breath. For you, I would cleave the whole world apart.

      

      Your father,

      Agartes

      

      -Unsent Letters from the First Hafed-Dageian War
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      The smell of feces wasn’t something Sume normally associated with relief, but after two hours of trying to find the grand stadium through the dusty streets of Fuyyu, she almost sang a prayer to Sakku. As she was alone and didn’t want to look like a fool, she didn’t. She took a sip of water from the canteen on her belt, poured a little on her hand, and wiped her face. A streak of dust glistened on her palm.

      “Who are you betting for?” a man behind her called out to someone else.

      Sume heard a snort of laughter, but didn’t hear the response. She snapped the canteen back to her belt and ducked under a strawberry tree to join the line forming at the gate. She dug out a couple of coins from her purse and paid them to the woman as she passed by. “The championship bout starts after noon,” the woman said without looking at her.

      “Who’s in it?” Sume asked.

      The woman gave her a look, as if surprised Sume would answer at all. “Move along,” she grunted. She turned to the next in line. “Ten aekich. The championship bout starts…”

      Sume left the crowd to glance up at the arena. It had been built decades ago, right after the struggle that bought the merchants freedom and their own class. The Kag-style architecture—with its flat roofs made of wooden shingles, round walls that lacked the edges and angles Jin-Sayeng architecture favoured, and a massive, open courtyard—cut a strange figure against the landscape. Such an odd building would’ve been a travesty in the east, something the royals would’ve burnt down within the year. Here in the west, though…

      Years spent in eastern Jin-Sayeng had made her forget how different things were past the city of Bara. Here, in Fuyyu, the gravity of Kag influence was undeniable. One guard at the stadium had yellow hair, and so did two of the priestesses. The vendors were selling dumplings and rice cakes and skewered, roasted bananas, but also meat pies and cheese. Her father would’ve loved it.

      She followed the line streaming into the stadium and picked a seat close to the doors. Craning her head to the side, she caught sight of a woman in the middle of the dirt arena, guiding a grey pony in a circle. The animal was covered in scars. A little girl in the crowd ran down the steps to approach the creature, and she felt her muscles tense.

      “Sume…”

      She turned towards the voice and into Tetsung’s beaming face.

      “Tetsung, you’re old!” she laughed, pointing at the grey streaks in his hair.

      Tetsung shook his head. “We don’t talk for years and this is how you greet me? Alas, it’s a family ailment. Better than balding, I find, but…”

      He trailed off as Hana appeared down the steps. Sume’s hands grew cold. She hadn’t heard word from her dead brother’s wife in the last nine years, not even after old Narani took Hana’s son Dai back to her years ago. Tetsung had written to her that Hana was agreeing to this meeting, but Sume never really expected her to show up.

      Hana took the first step towards her, her mouth a thin line. “You left us,” were the first things out of it.

      Sume ignored the twinge that ran through her heart and dropped her head. “I know. I’m sorry, sister, but at the time I couldn’t think of what else to do.”

      “You left us for a man.” Hana’s eyes were narrowed.

      The shorter woman’s embrace muffled Sume’s next words. Thoughts of home—of long nights sipping broth with glazed honey pork and coconut milk by the stove while her father told Dai stories of days gone by—returned to her. How could she remember so clearly? She had all but given up those days for gone.

      “Was he at least worth it?” Hana whispered against her ear.

      She almost responded with, “Which one?” before checking herself; she didn’t need Hana’s rebuke, not now. “I have a daughter,” she said instead. “I would like you to meet her someday.”

      HYou are took her by the hand and they found a seat on the corner benches. They spoke of nothing at first—of the hot days, the price of rice, and life in Tetsung’s farm. Tetsung joined them. A boy that stood as high as his chest followed him.

      “Goen,” Tetsung said, patting the boy’s shoulder. “Meet your Aunt Sume.”

      The boy dropped his head in an awkward bow. In some ways, he resembled Dai, except for his nose. His hair had been shaved off.

      “Dai mentioned you,” Sume said. “You’ve a talent with clay, he wrote.”

      “Apprenticing to a pot-maker in the city next year, if you can believe it,” Tetsung grinned. “Time flies.”

      “So Dai writes to you,” Hana said, a bitter tone in her voice. “How is he doing?”

      Tetsung grew sombre. “That boy…” he began.

      Hana shot him a look. “He would’ve stayed if you didn’t argue with him.”

      “He would’ve stayed if you didn’t glorify his father. No offense to your brother, Sume, but the life he led was not a good example for his son.”

      “I never glorified Oji,” Hana said, her voice even.

      “You never spoke against him. Not how his actions ruined your family, or...curse his heart, Hana, but I never looked at another woman since I married you.”

      “Let us not speak ill of the dead,” quoted Sume, “lest they rise and hurt you.”

      “Lest the words turn and hurt you,” Hana corrected.

      Sume smiled; Hana always hated it when she misquoted the prophet Kibouri, especially on purpose. It was a quirk she inherited from Oji. “Dai is doing well,” she said. “The Boarshind is not what it was. Dai himself is working with their commander, writing his letters and assisting him with other menial tasks. They haven’t even let him touch a sword, or so I was told.”

      Hana’s face tightened. “Why does he talk to you and not to me?”

      “He doesn’t think you would understand.”

      “I don’t,” Tetsung snapped. “I offered him my home, a chance to join my family. He hits manhood and suddenly the farm wasn’t good enough for him. I told him it was the wrong decision. I said he was going to regret—”

      “You spoke with him?” Hana broke in.

      Tetsung turned red. “Yes. The night he left.”

      “You said you didn’t know he would do this.”

      “I thought he would come back.”

      “He did this often as a child. You knew that. What made you think things would be different this time?”

      “As a grown man, I thought he’d have more sense. Why are you angry at me? It’s not like I could have stopped him.” Tetsung drew a deep breath. “Look, maybe this isn’t the best place to talk about this.”

      “This isn’t what I asked you both here for,” Sume said. She glanced at the crowd. “I didn’t know how to explain by letter. Tetsung, your family has strong merchant ties. I need to contact a member of the Seven Shadows. You might know the name: Hirong Sethi.”

      Tetsung stared at her. “What makes you think I know how to?”

      “Your family’s connections…”

      They heard a commotion at the other end of the arena. People left their seats to take a closer look.

      Tetsung was chewing on his lip. “I’m the youngest son in my family, and until our eldest brother died of the green fever two years ago, I knew little beyond where to buy the hogs’ feed.” He glanced at her. “Why do you need to know?”

      “Trust me is not a good enough reason?”

      He seemed hesitant to answer. Tetsung had always been polite. Sume smiled, remembering that about him; life used to be so simple.

      Hana stood up. “Come back to the farm with us, Sume. I don’t know what it is you’ve been doing all these years, but I think we have a lot to talk about. Whatever it is can wait. We’re family. We...I...will try to understand.”

      Sume closed her eyes and cursed her father. Old drunkard, I miss you, but you did nothing to prepare us for this. Hana was still there when she opened them again. “It’s not safe to go back to the farm,” she said in a low voice. “I have a wagon waiting for you in the city. It will take you to the docks. There is a ship bound for Xiaro…”

      “By Sakku’s tits, they were right,” Tetsung muttered. “You’ve been too involved with the royals.”

      “Give me a moment—” Hana began. The first scream drowned her words.

      “No,” Sume gasped. She grabbed Goen’s shoulder. “With me now. Hurry.”

      

      Before she’d gone out here, Enosh had given her a blade. Sume wasn’t sure if it was a sword or a dagger—it was shorter than her arm, with a polished wooden hilt. Half of the blade was double-edged. She had refused it at first, arguing that she had no desire to learn to fight. He retorted with the idea that she could at least stab people with it if she had to.

      She tapped the blade now for comfort. She hadn’t drawn it yet. The weight of the steel made her queasy; a Jin-Sayeng where people kept hidden blades was not the Jin-Sayeng her father had dreamed of, or so she had been told. Was it not why he backed the Ikessars and their promises of peace in the first place? Ichi rok Sagar had disagreed, at least as far as the hidden blades were concerned. He often called Goro an idealistic bastard.

      Sume felt Hana’s hand on her shoulder at the same time she saw the first body on the ground. It had been trampled, forgotten in the dust as people scrambled for the exits. Tetsung pressed against them, trapping Goen between him and Hana to protect him.

      Somewhere in the crowd, somebody cried out that strangers outside the arena were cutting people down as they passed.

      “We’ll go through the stables.” Sume darted back down the steps towards the centre of the arena. She was the first over the railing, dropping down on the tamped dirt before reaching over to help Goen up. Hana and Tetsung followed.

      Tetsung said something, but Sume didn’t hear him. She couldn’t pay attention to anything but her own heartbeat. The action kept her calm; even when others ran ahead of them, she forced herself to walk at a steady pace.

      Panicked neighs and the acrid stench of frightened horses filled the stables. As they squeezed through the narrow hall, allowing people to run past them, Sume heard the distinct sound of a creature screeching in the distance.

      Her senses swirled. She caught sight of an empty stall and pulled the gate open, pushing Hana and Goen into it. “Hide under the straw,” she whispered.

      “What’s happening?” Tetsung asked.

      “You too. Please.”

      He placed his hand on the gate. “No. I need you to explain. You—”

      The screech came again. Sume unstrapped her blade and reached over to place it into Hana’s hands. “Hide,” she repeated. She walked towards the doors.

      Outside, shadows from hundreds of frantic bodies marred the clear, midday sunlight. The entire stadium was fenced, and it wasn’t clear which direction the crowd wanted to go. She could still hear screams, but she couldn’t see where they were coming from.

      “We have to get out of here,” Tetsung said, touching her elbow.

      “I told you to hide,” she murmured. “Go back to them, Tetsung.”

      His eyes hardened. “What happened to you? This isn’t the Sume I remember. That girl…”

      “Was a girl,” she reminded him. “And it was a long time ago.”

      “You could have visited. Instead, you let years go by, and…” He jerked back for a moment, letting someone run past him. “They said someone going by the name of Sume Kaggawa was seen with Ichi rok Sagar, who supports the usurper Ryabei. We didn’t want to believe them—you, of all people? But that was before Hana explained you must’ve known him through your father. We all know Goran Kaggawa was involved in the trouble with the Ikessars before Reshiro’s assassination.”

      Sume turned to him. Tetsung, with his hair greying far too early and wrinkles around his eyes, was looking at her like a stranger. Gone was the older boy who doted on her, who took her dancing and pretended to laugh at all her jokes.

      She tried to think of how to tell him—that the reason she had been so afraid of returning to her old life was because she knew everything had changed. If she stayed away, then a part of her could go on believing that things remained the way she left them. Tetsung and Hana would still be waiting for her at the docks, and Dai...little Dai, would still be so small she could lift him up on her shoulders if she wanted to.

      “I’ll say this much,” she said in a low voice. “I don’t know why Sagar did what he did. I won’t defend him, but I haven’t seen him in over a year. Ryabei has no true claim to the throne—Sagar knows this.”

      “You don’t work for him?”

      “Not since the Dragonlord Rysaran’s...death.” She swallowed. After three years, the consensus was still that Jaeth’s Eye had consumed the prince. But even though she was the last person who had seen the prince alive, she wasn’t sure she believed it.

      She realized, too late, that things around them had gone silent.

      Panic rose in her throat. She grabbed Tetsung’s arm, intending to drag him back into the stables, but then she saw the shadow and darted to the other side. Just as quickly, the griffon’s beak smashed into the ground where she had been standing.

      The griffon doubled over, catching itself in time. Its eyes darted towards Tetsung. “Here!” Sume cried. She grabbed a rock and flung it at the creature. It smashed into its flank. The griffon turned to her and hissed.

      “That’s right,” she murmured. “This way.” She stepped back. Its tail whipped out as it lunged for her.

      She held her arm out to protect her throat. The griffon crashed into her, its beak snapping at her face. Its claws dug into her shoulders and pushed her back against a wall.

      “Faran!” she heard someone call out. The griffon screamed into her face, saliva dripping from its beak. A young man with long, black hair was standing in the middle of the empty street. “Steady, Faran. Don’t kill her.” He sneered. “Not yet, anyway.”

      The griffon gurgled.

      “You’re wasting your time, Arn,” Sume said. “Enosh isn’t here.”

      “Pity,” Arn said. Sume heard footsteps behind him. Arn must’ve heard it, too; he pulled out his sword and without even turning his head, stabbed. Tetsung fell to the side, the blade sticking out of his gut.

      Sume tried hard not to react, though she felt her mouth go dry. “What do you want, Arn?” she asked, watching the blood pool on Tetsung’s shirt. From where she was standing, it looked almost black.

      “Orsalian’s head on a spike, among other things,” Arn said, placing one foot on Tetsung’s back. Tetsung groaned. “But I’ve been told I have anger issues, so let’s put that on hold for now. Where are the rest of your miserable friends?”

      “I don’t know. I came here to visit family. That one on the ground is my brother-in-law. Was all of this for nothing, Arn?”

      His face tightened. He whistled. The griffon retracted its claws and dropped to the ground, leaving Sume free. With Tetsung wounded, she would not run. Arn knew her too well.

      The corners of the boy’s mouth quirked up for a second before he broke into a full grin. He had grown a new beard since Sume had last seen him and the effect was unsettling. Both he and Enosh smiled too much; Sume had pointed it out to Enosh once, who told her they must have picked it up from spending time with Yn Garr. Not because the man smiled a lot, but because the act itself seemed to placate him.

      So she knew, at least, that Enosh smiled when he was uneasy. But what about Arn? He was approaching her with his blade still drawn, Tetsung’s blood dripping along the length of it. She realized, with a surprising dispassion, that he was going to kill her. That he had called the griffon off so he could do it himself.

      That was why he was smiling.
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      Thick, grey clouds rolled across a blue sky, hinting of a storm that had not yet come. Wet wind, warmer than yesterday’s, brushed along the trees, breaking apart frost that seemed to have been there all week. It was not officially winter yet, and the weather seemed unable to decide. This push and pull of frigid weather and biting rain was common in Baidh, as Kefier had come to understand.

      He re-wrapped the scarf around his neck and wrinkled his nose at the smell of wet wool. Rosha had insisted he wear the scarf. A few years ago, a fortuneteller had made the remark that he would freeze to death on a winter’s day. Most of the man's predictions had not been reliable, by any means (he failed to pick the winning rooster that week, to Sang Narani's dismay), but his visit made its impression on Rosha. She did not like seeing Kefier go, but she especially did not like saying goodbye during the winter. He made compromises where he could make them.

      Still, the scarf was very itchy.

      He was so busy scratching his neck that he didn’t notice the wiry, dark-skinned man coming up to him. “You came from the mainland,” the man said, a note of accusation on his tone.

      Kefier blinked. “So what if I did?”

      The man glanced behind him, as if waiting for approval from someone unseen, before ambling towards Kefier. He dragged his foot when he walked, but he made a loop before grabbing Kefier's shoulder. His fingers felt like claws.

      “What village did you come from?” the man hissed.

      “I don't understand what you mean.”

      “Don't play dumb, son. You carry the Kag accent well, but you can't mask the Gorenten under that.” He sniffed. “You were born in the islands, weren’t you?”

      “Da!” a rough voice called out from across the street. A younger man walked towards them. The old man looked up, making a sour face.

      “Leave him alone, Da,” the young man said, taking the man’s arm. He was tall, with a crooked jaw and scars under a sparse, black beard. He turned to Kefier. “Sorry about that. Mother, but Da, he wanders off, sometimes. Still nostalgic about the old place.”

      “He’s Gorent-born, Shamke,” the old man insisted. “You can hear it in his voice.”

      Shamke glanced at Kefier and rolled his eyes. “Sure, Da. Maybe you should head back before the master sees you missing.”

      “Why should he care?” the man barked. “I’m too old to do anything useful. He told me so, the other day.” He rubbed his bent back and pointed at Kefier. “You left your village. Why did you leave? We were told to stay. We were told...” He glanced around him, as if hearing whispers from someone unseen.

      “You’re here, aren’t you?” Kefier asked. “Why—”

      “Oh, don’t get him started,” Shamke grunted.

      The old man shook his head. “Be quiet. Shamke, I didn’t raise you right. His mother was a washerwoman,” he added, turning to Kefier. His glassy eyes blinked. “I’m old and broken. You’re young and strong. Why did you leave? Soon, no one will remember how it was. You stroll through the streets wearing Kag clothes, with your head up high like…”

      “Home, Da,” Shamke said, raising his voice. “You need to feed the chickens.”

      The man shook his head and wandered away, mumbling to himself. Shamke gave an apologetic smile. “He must’ve seen you disembark. Likes to hang around the docks, you ken? Gets nostalgic about the sea.” He paused, taking a closer look. “It is a rare sight to see a Gorenten from the homeland. If he was right...if you were born in the islands, then you must've been lucky to have made it all the way to the Kag alive.”

      Kefier closed his mouth and watched the old man’s figure hobble out of sight. “What did he mean by we were told to stay?”

      “Agartes, you listened to that horseshit? Something about a queen’s decree, a long time ago, you ken? Da’s quite the romantic. Been in Baidh since he was a little one. He’s been upset ever since the Dageian ships raided the islands and entire villages started arriving on the northern shores. Thinks people should stay and die defending their hovels. I swear, if he didn’t rattle every time he took a breath I’d be up every morning making sure he didn’t run away. Probably thinks he could rally up a couple of villages, make a hero of himself. But you didn’t come here to chat, I’m thinking. Couple of ril and I can show you the way.”

      Kefier gave him the coins. The man shoved them into his pocket, grinned, and beckoned to him. They hadn’t walked very far when a rock hurtled down from the alley, landing on Shamke’s jaw. He fell back. Raucous laughter followed.

      “Hey,” Kefier started, tapping his sword and stepping towards the group of children. They looked at each other before running off, screaming. He frowned and returned to Shamke to help him up.

      “Tell me it’s different in the mainland,” Shamke said.

      “Depends where,” Kefier replied.

      “Didn’t use to be like this, you ken. Here in Baidh, we were never allowed to own land, but it wasn’t so bad. Then those idiot islanders flee here to escape Dageis’s shadow…half of them can’t even speak Kagosh or know how to feed a goat without killing it.” Shamke rubbed his jaw.

      Kefier cleared his throat. “These are your people you’re talking about.”

      “Yeah? Yours, too. That ever do anything good for you?”

      Kefier didn’t know how to respond to that without being rude, so he kept his mouth shut.

      They continued walking. Further down the middle of the street, a yellow-haired man walked past Kefier and poked Shamke in the chest. “What are you doing here at this time, Shamke? If I told your master you were out drinking again, that’ll be it.”

      Shamke gave a dog-like grin. “And if I told your sister you were out whoring again, Abel…”

      “What, in daylight? And she’s not my sister. Who’s this?” Abel narrowed his eyes, regarding Kefier for the first time. “Picked up more driftwood from the shore?”

      “He’s from the mainland,” Shamke said. He seemed unable to meet Abel’s eyes when he talked.

      Abel walked up to Kefier. Kefier reached out to shake his hand and then pulled back when he realized Abel wasn’t going to return the gesture. “A toske from the mainland, ay?” He was using the Gorenten word for nut shells.

      His tone made Kefier uncomfortable. He cleared his throat and tapped Shamke, who dipped his head once. “We’re not far,” Shamke grumbled. “See you around, Abel.”

      They started down the dusty road. They hadn’t gotten far when they heard footsteps behind them. Kefier turned, one hand on his sword. “Careful, there.” Abel reappeared, holding his hands up. “The governor’s strict about unregulated weapons. Anything beyond sheep shears gets the stink-eye from the guard.”

      “Swords aren’t forbidden,” Kefier said.

      Abel crossed his arms. “No, but I wouldn’t be running about waving it around, if I were you. Mother, but where are you taking him, Shamke? I’m thinking he’s too big for you to do in and steal from.”

      Kefier regarded the Baidhan for the first time. Abel was tall and lanky, with coarse yellow hair and skin so pale he must’ve made it a habit to keep out of the sun since childhood. From his smooth face and the careless way he walked, he didn’t look to be any older than twenty.

      Kefier turned to Shamke. “Is this man bothering us?”

      Shamke—who was clearly much older than the boy—gave a gurgle of protest. “Mother o’ mine—no! He’s...he’s owner of the farm across from ours. My master was friends with his da.”

      “Owner? At your age?”

      “I’m not liking your tone,” Abel said. “I didn’t know toske were so insolent elsewhere.”

      “I could show you insolence,” Kefier murmured. “But I have an errand to run.”

      Abel gave the smile of someone who just discovered something important. “So you do have a master. For a moment, I was afraid the Mother allows toske loose elsewhere. I love you folk—I really do, but you need all the guidance you can get, you ken?” He smirked and turned to Shamke. “What does he want? I can help.”

      Kefier shrugged. “That’s unnecessary.”

      Shamke swallowed, glancing at him first, before turning to Abel. “He wants to know where Duke Lahrin’s mansion is.”

      Abel clasped a heavy hand on Shamke’s shoulder and smiled. “Why didn’t you say so? We used to play there when we were kids. Remember, Shamke? His master used to send him to find us. Follow me.” He stepped ahead of them.

      Kefier didn’t move. “Tell him to go away, Shamke,” he said in an even voice.

      Shamke rubbed the side of his head. “Abel, couldn’t you…”

      Abel cocked his head to the side. “I’m not seeing why you’d let him lead you, but not me. I’m just being helpful. Besides, Duke Lahrin’s place is closed. Hasn’t anyone lived there for years, you ken. If the guard sees you alone with him, mucking around where you got no business to be, that’ll be the end of you.” He placed his hands in his pockets. “I’m not even asking what you’re going there for. A gesture of goodwill. You’re new here, after all.”

      Kefier sucked in his breath. “All right,” he growled, after a moment of deliberation. “You’re just being helpful. After all.” The boy didn’t seem threatened by his tone.

      The morning light had broken through the clouds by the time they left the city behind and started down the winding road, wrapped around a muddy lake. Flocks of green, long-necked birds, startled by their presence, took flight as they passed. They were a common sight in Gorent and Kefier suddenly remembered how close he was to home after all these years.

      Not home, he corrected himself. The village that had found him responsible for causing his brother’s death threw him out, nevermind that his brother turned out not to have died at all. He could still recall old Hilkiah’s death-grip on his wrist and the mouldy scent that clung to the priest’s clothes. “Let the god judge you,” Hilkiah said, before shoving him onto the sand and towards a broken, half-buried dinghy. “Consider yourself lucky I didn’t decide to smash your head into the rocks.”

      He pressed his hands against his mouth, watching the white vapour curl around them. He had promised Rosha, in the way a father promises his daughter a pony or a castle of her own, that he would someday take her to the islands. She didn’t need to know that the Dageians’ latest assaults had left ashes and rubble where vibrant villages used to be. Even if they welcomed him back with open arms, there was nothing to return to. Aldawan was raided over six moons ago—the merchant who had brought him the news insisted he saw the ruins himself.

      They came within sight of the manor. The Lahrins were an old family, perhaps one of the oldest families in all of Baidh. It was all but extinguished, now; Essonias Lahrin, who was the last known Duke Lahrin, had been assassinated a year before King Elrend of Hafod was crowned. No one knew who did it, or why. He didn’t have children. He had raised a girl once, but she ran away and never returned.

      Vines of frost-covered ivy enveloped the enormous front gate. “It’s locked and there’s spikes at the top, laced with something,” Abel said as they came up the stone path. “My friend cut himself up there and was never quite the same after. We used to come in through a gap in the fence out back. Don’t know if it’s still there.”

      Kefier stared at the manor, his breath fogging around his mouth. Abel tapped him. “You’re planning to go in, aren’t you? The Lahrins have been gone for years. You’re not the first person to come here looking for valuables. Chances are the whole house will be empty.”

      Kefier gave him a look. Abel held his hands out. “I’m not saying you’re a thief! But people get curious, you ken? We did the same when we were kids. Which is why I’m telling you that the old place is empty…looted clean, years ago. Tell him, Shamke.”

      Shamke gave a grunt of acknowledgement, though he didn’t seem pleased in having to do so. Kefier cleared his throat. “Show me this gap,” he said. “You said you were being helpful, right?”

      Abel opened his mouth before shrugging. He led them up a rocky slope to the side of the manor and to the woods in that covered most of Lahrin’s property. They picked their way through the trees and stumbled upon an overrun trail leading back to the manor. Animals must have used it at one point. The trail led to a part of the stone wall where a tree had collapsed, its withered branches half-buried in rubble.

      “Up the trunk and in,” Abel said. “It’s a straight drop.”

      Kefier didn’t need a second bidding. He pulled himself up the branches, crossed the trunk, and made his way inside.

      

      Weeks ago, Kefier had put in names of Boarshind mercenaries he recommended for the job, all checked and approved by Yn Garr. They were trustworthy soldiers, easy-going, unlikely to attract attention, and more importantly, sufficiently paid. He had been reviewing reports from previous jobs when Jarche walked into his office and told him he was to make the trip to Port Greenleaf himself.

      He had laughed, stretching his arms behind his back. “Right. Because Baidhan cuisine is something I can’t miss.”

      Jarche didn’t seem amused. Kefier noted her silence and grew serious. “Is there something wrong? Yn Garr himself told me these soldiers would be sufficient.”

      “Not with your people, no. Tell Yn Garr that something came up and they won’t be available for this job.”

      “I won’t do that without good reason, Jarche. Lady Dahrias will visit next week and that I just can’t entrust to anyone.”

      “That one?” Jarche sniffed. “Reschedule. Tell her you’re sick. What she is doing worrying about military tactics for? Doesn’t she have balls to attend, suitors to reject?”

      “I...don’t think that woman has ever attended a ball in her life.”

      “She’s a noble. Of course she has—they all do. You’re going to Baidh, Kefier.”

      “You still haven’t explained why.”

      Jarche’s expression changed. “Your parents were Duke Lahrin’s wards.”

      Somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew that. It had always been a strange bit of information, one that didn’t hold any meaning in the world he’d been forced to live in for the better part of three decades. He opened his mouth to argue, and the words died in his throat.

      “Lahrin has been gone a long time,” Jarche continued. “Chances are you’ll find nothing of interest. Enosh wanted to go once, to see if they’d left anything of worth. Yn Garr didn’t agree.” She drew close to him and tapped her fingers along his arm. “You will be safe, I think. You cannot read well. The master will overlook that.”

      “What the hell do you think I’ve been trying to do the entire morning?”

      “Trying, Kefier. Please. I don’t see your scribe anywhere.”

      He snorted. “Her horse had to get shoed.”

      “I wouldn’t take her, if I were you. Yn Garr would get suspicious.”

      “I’m suspicious. Tell me what I’m supposed to be looking for, Jarche.”

      “You’ll do it for your daughter,” was all she had said before walking away.

      Now, standing in that dark, empty hall, Kefier drew a deep breath. “Fucking Jarche,” he said. For Rosha was always enough for him to go blindingly into danger; he must have the word gullible written on his forehead. He glanced at his arm. He had cut himself going through a broken window. Blood streaked his skin. He wasn’t sure if it was the sight of him, or the pain, that was making him feel dizzy. The boy had mentioned poison on the fence. Was the entire house was soaked in it?

      Ignoring the wound, he made his way to the main staircase. It was built along one side of the wall and was narrower than he expected for a manor with such high ceilings. Dust covered the steps and balusters like a blanket of snow, obscuring the rich, deep colour of the wood.

      At the first landing, he turned and saw a painting on the wall. The figure on it—that of a woman with dark hair—was incredibly lifelike. Something about her face made him pause. He forced himself to look away. He had to search while there was still enough light to see—he didn’t know what time the sun set in Baidh and he had neglected to bring a lantern.

      Kefier went into one empty room and then another. The woman’s image remained in his head. He frowned and went back out to look at it again. The woman in the painting was Kag. He noticed two other paintings on the wall across from it. One was a man, black-haired and with steely blue eyes reminiscent of the woman. The other was an older woman with golden hair.

      He progressed to the third room. This one had a smashed handle, and it was clear from the moment he stepped inside that any valuables that might have once been inside were gone. The imposing, four-poster bed lay rotting, the ripped mattress thrown to the side. The moldy scent of old animal droppings filled the air, marking the variety of creatures that must have been birthed in the room over the years. Kefier wrapped the scarf around his face to block out the choking odour and approached the bookshelves.

      The broken wood statuette of the Goddess Namalah was still there. Yn Garr’s report stated that it was not expected to be, not after so many years, but it was a common enough object in Baidh for a thief to ignore. Kefier picked it up and placed it on the third shelf, pressing it against the wood until he found a groove that fit the underside of the broken piece, where Namalah’s leg had been. He heard a click. He did the same thing on the first shelf, and then the second.

      The bookcase to his right swung open.

      The vault behind the bookcase contained a few dozen books. Most were written in an archaic Kag-based language that Kefier couldn’t make sense of. He pulled them out one by one, arranging them on the floor where he could count them. Remembering what Jarche said, he paused and cracked one open. There was an illustration of a corpse in fine detail. The words blurred when he tried to read them, but the few he could make out indicated it was research about the body’s connection to the agan. Another book seemed to go into detail about corpse-stitching, an ancient art that had been abolished in many places that encouraged practice in the agan, including Dageis.

      Yn Garr’s report mentioned that Duke Lahrin was interested in such obscure knowledge, though it was not known whether he had the capability to indulge in them. Although Yn Garr’s orders were to gather the books in this specific vault, Kefier recalled from his father’s stories that Lahrin had kept a library in his dining room.

      He left the books and made his way downstairs. The double-doors leading to the dining room were cracked, and the shelves were empty. The furniture was still intact. Kefier picked the chair closest to the window and sat down, feeling it creak under his weight.

      His father had studied here. Studied, and lived, and met the woman Soshain, with whom he turned against his vows. The Kag found such stories romantic and sentimental, but in Gorent, it was despicable, a thing you swept under the rug in the hopes it would eventually go away. Enosh’s mother, a woman of noble Gorenten blood and who had married Meirosh long before he travelled to Baidh to study, had died with the shame of being replaced by a housemaid.

      Kefier caught a small staircase spiralling down from the hall outside the dining room. In the Kag, servants had their own quarters and Lahrin’s household was no different. He wasn’t sure what he expected to find; Lahrin would’ve replaced his mother as soon as she left. Why enter an empty mansion in search for the ghosts of your dead parents? But he inspected every room, pretending he was actually looking for something. It was becoming difficult to process his emotions.

      The last room was locked. He tested the bronzed handle twice, to be sure, and then kicked it open. A cloud of dust exploded in his face. Coughing, he turned his head to avoid inhaling it further, and in the choking haze caught a glimpse of a narrow bed. The sheets were grey and caked with grime. At the other end of the bed was a desk. Two leather-bound books were stacked on top of it.

      Kefier caught sight of a pile of infant’s clothes laid out on the far corner. He passed over them to pick up a book, blowing at the dust as he thumbed through the pages. They were notes and journal entries, scrawled in a familiar script. Even though years had passed, he would know that handwriting anywhere; he had spent years trying to learn to read from it.

      He heard a creak and hid the journals in a pouch strapped to his chest. He buttoned his vest over it and made his way back upstairs. As he emerged from the hall, a man dressed in the Baidhan guard regalia turned to him.

      “You!” the guard barked. “Explain yourself!” The man pulled out his sword and approached him.
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      “Give me the word,” Enosh said. “One word and I’ll say fuck you all to the world.”

      “Like you haven’t already tried that.” She smiled and drew away from him. “This was a mistake.”

      He returned the smile with his practiced one, the one she knew he gave every woman he deemed worth his time. “You’re not supposed to say that until you’ve seen my morning face. The drool, the eye-crust. Then you change your mind.” He reached for her, but she was already too far away from the bed. Stay, his eyes said. Stay with me tonight. For all the nights of our short, messy lives. She shook her head. It was probably her imagination; the kind of man he was would never admit to such a deep, heartfelt thing.

      “You…” she started. She stopped, realizing he was waiting to hear what she had to say. That startled her. She still wasn’t sure, after all these years, if she could read him at all. It was easy enough with everybody else, people with less complex intentions and desires. He was an enigma, a man both as blank as a slate and as complex as the dark waters of the sea. She hated how easily it drew her back into its currents. “Good night,” she murmured instead. “Let’s not speak of this again.”

      “I’m just glad to be of service, my lady.” Was the look of dismay in his eyes another act? She needed to ask him, one of these days, who taught him these theatrics. They were far too convincing.

      Sume opened her eyes. Tetsung stirred, his head in her lap. Her hands were sticky with blood. “Hi,” she said.

      Tetsung took a rattling breath. “Hello.”

      “Save your strength. Once we get out of here…”

      A ghost of a smile landed on Tetsung’s lips. “Bird flew far,” he said. “Don’t think...can walk. All the way back.” The griffon had taken Tetsung first, rolling his injured body into an empty field and leaving him there while it returned for her and Arn.

      She stroked his hair. “Let’s not think about that right now.” She turned to the sound of the door opening.

      “Has he talked?” Arn demanded as he strode in.

      “Perhaps if you get him a healer, he’ll be in the position to do so,” Sume snapped.

      “I think the closer he is to death’s door, the more compliant he’ll be,” Arn retorted. He pressed his boot against Tetsung’s ankle—it looked like he was on the verge of kicking him and changed his mind on the last moment. “Or maybe I can go back, find his family. Maybe that’ll loosen his tongue.”

      “Do that,” Sume said, “and it may well be your last act in this world.”

      Her threat seemed to amuse him. He crossed his arms, a grin on the corner of his lips. “What are you going to do about it? If you can’t even keep track of your own child…”

      Sume placed Tetsung’s head to the side, using her scarf as a pillow, before she got up. Arn smirked. “And now you’re angry? But it’s true, isn’t it? You abandoned your child. All these years, and she hasn’t seen a hair on your head, and for what? So you can prance around with that pompous nut. I mean, I’ve heard he’s good in bed, but to forget that you’re a mother first…”

      She slapped him. The blow was hard enough that Arn doubled back, his hand on his jaw. He spat. “He will talk,” he said. “You will make him talk. If nothing else, I can hurt your daughter. Doesn’t it sting? You haven’t seen her in years, but I can waltz into her room any minute I want.”

      “As if Yn Garr would let you,” Sume said in an even voice. “She is more skilled and more valuable to him than all of you combined. Isn’t that why she’s there and you’re stuck here doing the dirty work?”

      He lunged at her, as if to return her blow. When she didn’t flinch, he roared and slammed the door shut behind him.

      Tetsung coughed. “Wise, to goad him?” he gasped.

      “There is a lot of rage in him,” Sume whispered. “The angrier he gets, the more chances for a mistake. All I need is
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