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Praise for Of Dawn and Embers

“With complex characters, lyrical writing, and immersive worldbuilding that has you feeling every hoofbeat of Soldonia’s magical steeds in your chest, the latest installment of The Fireborn Epic series is perfect for epic fantasy readers of J.R.R. Tolkien and Brandon Sanderson. In the heroine Ceridwen tal Desmond, it’s as if Eowyn has finally gotten her own long-awaited story. Of Dawn of Embers is an original, simmering adventure that crackles right off the page!”

—A.D. Rhine, author of Horses of Fire and Daughters of Bronze

“An epic and completely satisfying end to a wild and vivid fantasy series. I wanted to stay in the ending pages forever.”

—C.M. Banschbach, author of the Spirits’ Valley duology

“Gillian Bronte Adams returns with a grand conclusion to The Fireborn Epic that is worthy of its legendary build-up. Adams seamlessly weaves so many fantastic characters into one big tapestry of a story, each with an important role to play. The final battles are thunderous and unforgettable, each one more harrowing than the last, and I cheered for Ceridwen and Mindar, Finnian and Sif, Rafi and Ghost, and Jakim and Sayla as they fought for truth and freedom. All in all, Of Dawn and Embers is a sweeping crescendo of sacrifice, courage, and hope. This is not just the end of a story—it’s the kind of ending that reshapes how you see the journey. Fans of the series will be delighted—I know I was!”

—Jill Williamson, Christy Award-winning author of the Blood of Kings series

“Gillian Bronte Adams has brought The Fireborn Epic series to a bold and satisfying ending. She sets all your favorite characters on the chess board of their world with precision, moving them one by one through a story rife with conflict, valor, and heart, until Ceridwen and her allies are poised to strike a final blow against the evil plaguing their lands. The fire burns brightest in this fantastic finale.”

—Steve Rzasa, award-winning author of The Face of the Deep and Mercury Hale series
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For Ariat, my wild thing
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The clink of coins had sounded Jakim’s fate for the past seven years. Bare-chested and shivering, face swollen and bruised, he mounted the sales block on the dock in Canthor, wincing as the salt wind stung in the raw lash marks on his back. He stared out over the sea of calculating faces, blanking any hint of emotion from his own, knowing that each buyer was evaluating his muscle, youth, and hardiness to determine his worth. And knowing that only the worst and harshest masters were likely to take a risk on him, because those marks on his skin declared him a defiant, troublemaking slave.

He hadn’t earned those marks, but they would doom him all the same.

Like the words his sister Siba had once spoken over him. Like his brothers’ choice to sell him. Like whatever wretched curse Aodh’s hand had laid upon him to land him here.

His brothers had sold his freedom for a dozen teth.

He’d sold for far more on his arrival in Canthor and over the years after that.

But now, he was seventeen and scrawny for his age. Seventeen with a glint of anger in his eyes. Seventeen and malnourished, with sores oozing beneath the iron slave collar on his neck. Now, judging by the disinterest and disapproval he saw in the crowd, he’d be lucky to go for half that amount. It would serve Master Hoffa right for beating him so badly just before putting him up for sale. For starving and mistreating him for the past three years too. Only if he didn’t fetch a high enough price, Master Hoffa might sell him somewhere worse.

The diamond mines. The canal dredgers. The oar.

Or he might keep him and keep taking his wrath out on him.

Is this what it is to have Aodh’s hand upon me, Siba? he thought bitterly as the lackluster bidding started up, and his fears took on flesh. Is this how I am to save our people? For years, he’d clung to the hope in her words like it was a sputtering candle flame, struggling to stay lit despite buffeting winds. But lately, it had felt like the only way to keep it alive was to grasp it so tightly it singed him.

Bitterness felt like a soothing balm compared to the burn of hope.

He clenched his jaw and skimmed the throng of cruelly assessing stares, from the rich merchants to the haughty stewards to Master Hoffa watching in the back, and a tall man in the burnished red armor of the emperor’s elite crossbowmen with a golden falcon on his shoulder. The soldier didn’t even seem to be a part of the crowd—he’d just stepped from the prow of a canal boat onto the wharf. Pale skin, bronzed by the sun, square features like roughly quarried stone, darker and duller hair than the usual Canthorian blond, expression hard as steel. Jakim stared at him, and the stranger stared back.

It sent a chill skittering over Jakim.

He wasn’t used to being seen. Not here.

Stars alight, what was he doing? He dropped his gaze to his dusty toes and carefully erased all emotion. But as the sluggish bidding dragged on, and he felt Master Hoffa’s dark glare boring into him, he knew it was too late. His defiance had been noted.

Coins clinked as a leather pouch hit the sales block at his feet.

The stranger stood directly below him now, and there was something hawklike about the piercing quality of his gaze. “That should cover it. Take the chains off him.”

The auctioneer caught up the heavy pouch. “Honored one?”

It was a noble title, reserved for those of high blood and high scholarly order, and despite the stranger’s armor, the gold symbol inked on his forehead declared him both. “It’s captain,” he corrected. “Captain Ha Sian of the Hratanari. And you heard me. Take them off.”

“He’s a defiant slave, Captain. As you can see—”

“Take them off.” Ha Sian’s voice was rough. “The collar too.” Keys rattled. Locks sprang. The irons of Jakim’s slavery fell away. His fingers rose to brush the raw scrapes at his throat, and for the first time in years, he breathed freely. “Now his writ of slavery, if you please.” Ha Sian plucked the paper from the auctioneer’s grip, and his green eyes snagged Jakim’s.

“What is your name, my friend?”

“Jakim Ha’Nor, honored one.”

Ha Sian dipped his head, then tore the paper in half. He let the pieces fall.

Gasps sounded through the crowd, and the auctioneer’s expression soured. Rough hands clamped onto Jakim’s shoulders, hustling him down from the elevated platform.

“Take care,” Ha Sian barked. “He is a free man now.”

But the words couldn’t seem to take root in Jakim’s chest.

Even when Ha Sian guided him out of the hostile, grumbling crowd and saw him fed with three bowls of spicy eel stew. Even when the man took him to an apothecary shop for salves and balms and unguents to treat his wounds, then bandaged those wounds himself. Then bought him new clothes to replace his worn rags. No, those were surely just the actions of a master seeking to make the slave he’d purchased at exorbitant cost look presentable.

But the freedom marking inked on his chest in noble gold was harder to explain.

They lodged that night at an inn, and usually Jakim slept with one eye open, ready to spring into motion at his master’s call. But between his exhaustion, his injuries, and those three bowls of stew, he slept like a log until Master Ha Sian roused him. He led him out of the city, treading the crisp paved roads that lined the glassy canals, and Ha Sian spoke up now and then to fill the silence, talking in his gruff voice about the nature of duty and philosophy, the focus of the scholarly order inked on his brow.

His new master, Jakim decided, must be eccentric.

In an hour, they had reached a crumbling manor, where they were greeted by a smiling steward, and Jakim, feeling dazed and feverish from the walk, braced himself to learn the intricacies of serving in a new household. Instead, he was bundled off to a lavish guest bed draped in old silks, and after he collapsed into it, it was three days before he recovered enough to rise.

He found his new master at table, and he must have been growing accustomed to the man’s oddities by then, because when Ha Sian invited him to sit and set a plate before him, Jakim didn’t hesitate.

He sat and ate, and Master Ha Sian talked.

He spoke of a place called the Sanctuary on an island called Kerrikar, just off the coast, where the Scrolls of Aodh lived to study and preserve the holy writ, which Master Ha Sian quoted reverently in Eliami. Hearing words Jakim had once loved spoken in his own tongue scraped roughly over old wounds, and when Ha Sian asked if he might like to live with the Scrolls, it seemed only another burning dart of that candle flame of hope, lapping cruelly at his fingers.

It was still dark the next day when Ha Sian summoned him and led him back through the sleeping city to the wharf, to a smiling old man with blue markings on his shaved head and an intricate scrawl covering the thick forearms he used to hold his outrigger canoe in place.

The fresh sea breeze finally scattered the fog in Jakim’s head.

He blinked at the small coin purse Ha Sian pressed into his palm, then up at the rugged smile blooming across the man’s face. “But . . . my slave debt, honored one. I owe you—”

“You owe me nothing, Jakim Ha’Nor. You’re free.”

Free. The word at last blazed through Jakim, and he couldn’t speak. He could only clasp Ha Sian’s hands and hope that his eyes conveyed his gratitude. He stepped down into the Scroll’s canoe, and as the narrow craft skidded off and the first gleam of gold broke over the foaming waves before them, he knew. Hope was not a candle flame. It was the dawn.

Rising again and again after darkest night.
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The truths of Aodh and of his holy writ are trustworthy, for they were etched into the sacred stones of the City by his own hand.

– The Precepts of the Scrolls

The stirring of the sea wind through the jungle leaves sang to Jakim of promises. Of portents. And of prophecies. He chased it down the winding path through the Mah to the shore, with the dawnling trailing from her lead at his heels. Her warm breaths puffed softly against his hand. He halted when his toes scraped on wet sand, and Sayla ambled up alongside, her arched neck extending over his shoulder, her ears and muzzle pointed toward the first blush of sunrise breaking over the rolling waves.

He stroked her sleek neck, marveling at the metallic sheen of her pearlescent-gold coat, restored from the faintly singed gray that had swept over it in the wake of her recent light burst. Now it almost seemed to ripple, smooth and glossy as water, as his fingers skimmed higher and tangled in the silky strands of her mane—and paused on a shorter, roughly shorn patch.

He fingered the ragged ends. “Poor girl,” he murmured. “They get to you again?”

Over the past two days, ever since word had begun to spread of the dawnling’s miraculous healing abilities, he’d been finding odd patches like these in her mane and tail, though he hadn’t been able to track down the culprits yet. And given the crowded state of the smugglers’ cove turned haphazard war-camp, he doubted he ever would. But he would string his hammock out under the stars tonight to keep watch.

Strands of hair were one thing, but if someone got greedy? Or desperate?

He shuddered and stretched his arm over Sayla’s neck, resting against the strong curve of her jaw. Well, what did he expect? She was a dawnling, a creature of legend, and he was her rider.

Prophecies and high destinies could be inconvenient things.

No one knew that better than he. He had learned it young, when the words of hope his sister had spoken over him awakened jealousy in his brothers instead. He had felt it all the long years he had spent as a slave in Canthor, and again as a captive in Soldonia, when those words had haunted his steps. And again this morning, when he’d been so distracted by the faint echo of those words drifting on the wind that his first step down the jungle path had nearly landed on a snake. Fortunately, Sayla had snorted and sent the vibrant green creature slithering rapidly away.

Burnished gold broke across the heaving waves as the sun arose, and Sayla stretched out her head, making a soft, rumbling sound deep in her throat.

“What is it?” Jakim asked, pulling back. “Is something wrong?”

“That’s the sound they make when they’re greeting a friend,” Finnian called, striding up to them, his reins looped over one shoulder. The way he moved without a sound was an endless source of amazement to Jakim, though the archer had only shrugged when he mentioned it and dismissed it as his shadowrider gift.

If Jakim had received any gift along with his bond, he had yet to discover it.

“A friend? Like Sif?” Jakim nodded at the shadower as Finnian stopped alongside him.

Finnian hitched his good shoulder in a shrug. “Or the sun.” He looked out over the sea with a wistful smile. “Eight years I’ve been with the Outriders. Thought I was an old campaigner, used to catching sleep wherever I could find it.” He glanced over his shoulder toward the burst of green where the creeping fringes of the Mah stretched to meet the beach. “But this jungle never sleeps, does it? There’s always something hooting or whistling or screaming in the dark. Last night, this roaring sounded right next to my ear. I thought a stone-eye was about to tear into my throat, and I figured, shades, might as well go out fighting. So I eased my knife free and stabbed the thing.”

Jakim grinned. “Don’t tell me. Giant yellow frog?”

“Biggest I’ve ever seen. I tossed it aside but it was gone when I woke up.”

“Check the cook pots. I hear they make good eating.”

Jakim had heard it from his second eldest brother, Yath. Then again, Yath had told him many things that were less believable. But it was worth it, to see the look on Finnian’s face.

Finnian bent his head toward Sif’s ear. “Guess we’re a long way from home, aren’t we, girl? Not you though,” he added, turning back to Jakim. “Is it good to be back?”

Back? “I’ve never been here before.”

“I thought your family was from here.”

“We’re still a long way from the borders of the wastes where my tribe pitched their tents,” Jakim answered. Soldonia was not a small nation, merely one made smaller by the measure of a solborn’s gait. He had spent months crawling across one chiefdom with the Nadaarian army, only to cross three in the span of a few weeks on the back of Ineth’s steed. But the empire of Nadaar was a vast and sprawling giant, made even more so by the scale of a man’s stride.

Or a child’s, as he’d been, before he was taken.

“I’ve never been to the Alon Coast before,” he added, “or seen the eastward reaches of the Mah.” When the slave traders carted him off from his family, they had journeyed south from the wastes, across the Choth grasslands, skirting the Iskil Mountains, and down into the rich farmlands of Old Nadaar. They had set sail for Canthor from there, and that had been more of Nadaar than Jakim had ever expected to see.

Still, this was the closest he had been to home in nearly eight years, and yes, Aodh be praised, it did feel good. His gaze drifted to Sayla. And maybe he wouldn’t be forced to rely on his own stride for much longer.

He held up her lead. “So, are we ready then? Or should we detour to the cook pots to sample the fruits of your hunting?”

Finnian swapped his reins for Sayla’s lead and guided the dawnling out of the way, leaving Jakim with Sif. “How about we swing by after you ride? Once you’ve worked up a real appetite.”

Someone snorted nearby. “If he hasn’t fallen on his head, you mean.”

Ducking under the shadower’s neck, Jakim spied Ineth sitting at the base of a tree, a rolled cloak tucked beneath her head, wiry gray strands spilling from her loose braid. Beyond her, farther up the beach, the twin war-camps of the Soldonians and rebel refugees were stirring from sleep. Smoke bloomed over cookfires, calls rang out, and chets and hammers competed in an offbeat drumming that echoed over the cove, where the ship Finnian had commandeered from the priest Nahrog was anchored. Somewhere, someone was singing, and for a moment, the rich, full-throated melody rose above all else before it was swallowed by the clamor.

He noted Ineth’s discarded boots and healer’s satchel and the second cloak draping her shoulders. “Did you sleep out here?”

She scowled. “No.” Though, clearly, she had. She tossed aside the cloak and stretched stiffly. “Don’t mind me, Scroll. Go ahead and fall off. Just try not to land on your head. Now that you’ve gone and shaved it, there’s not much left in the way of padding.”

Jakim felt self-consciously at his smooth scalp, lingering over the seal inked on the top of his head, marking him a Scroll of Aodh. His hair had grown over it while he was Rhodri’s captive, but now that he was free again, and finally making strides toward fulfilling his vows and, Aodh grant it, his purpose, shaving it had felt right.

Not that Ineth would ever see it that way, given her feelings for the order.

“He’ll be fine,” Finnian said, gesturing Jakim forward. “The sand’s soft.”

Gathering the reins, Jakim stepped up to Sif. Finnian’s shadower was tall, much taller than the dawnling, and though she waited patiently for him to mount, there was something intimidating about her long, lean build and the way she seemed to fade slightly before his eyes with every passing cloud.

He had ridden her before. But never alone.

“You sure I can’t learn on Sayla?”

“Sayla is just learning herself. When you can stop pitching in the saddle and maintain a steady seat, then you can ride her. Until then be thankful Sif is a patient teacher.”

Right. Jakim gripped Sif’s saddle in both hands. Catching one foot in the stirrup, he scrambled up until he got his right knee on the seat, then his left heel too. Which felt wrong. He perched there a moment, sorting out his limbs, then settled into the seat and reached down to guide his boots into the stirrups.

Collecting his reins, he straightened to find Finnian watching with amusement. “What? Did I do that wrong?”

“Not if you were climbing a tree.”

Oh? Well, he liked climbing trees. He was good at it. Which was more than he could say about riding, at the moment. The fact that the dawnling, Soldonia’s long-lost sacred steed, had bonded a foreigner and a non-rider hadn’t exactly made him many friends among the Soldonians on the passage over. Eredor, the commander of the Cenyon seariders who had accompanied them, had made his disapproval particularly clear—though, fortunately, he and his riders had mostly ridden alongside the ship, only boarding in turns to rest and eat and free their steeds to do the same.

“That means you did it wrong,” Ineth noted dryly.

She hadn’t exactly made many friends either. Though that might have more to do with the fact that she’d been riding with Rhodri’s traitors only weeks ago.

Maybe that was why she was hiding out here with him.

Finnian tied Sayla’s lead into makeshift reins, then swung smoothly up onto her bare back. She shifted uneasily, then settled under his touch, and he tossed Jakim a grin. “I’ll show you how to swing up next time.”

Fortunately, Sif wasn’t the only patient teacher. With Finnian and Sayla walking alongside, Jakim urged Sif forward at a walk first, tracing a series of increasingly complicated patterns in the sand. He couldn’t help marveling that just a gentle brush of the reins or the slightest shift in heels or weight could change Sif’s course, whether he meant it to or not. In his calm and unhurried way, Finnian helped him to see that how he sat or held his hands, even where he fixed his eyes, was communicating something to Sif, while every flick of her ears and every twist of her body to or away from him communicated something in response.

Riding was a whole new language to learn, and it thrilled Jakim. He had always been good at picking up new languages.

But with riding, it wasn’t just his tongue that had to learn to shape unfamiliar words, but every muscle in his body. Knowing what to do was one thing. Actually doing it was something else entirely. He tried to imitate Finnian’s way of moving with his steed, and it wasn’t so hard at a walk, but when he urged Sif into a jog, circling wide around the halted shadowrider, the jostling set his elbows flapping.

“You look like a fledgling tumbling from its nest,” Ineth called out.

“Ask Sif for a little more,” Finnian said with a grin, “and you’ll really fly.”

Should he? The glint in Finnian’s eyes hinted at mischief. But it would be a long trek to the tents of his tribe if he was limited to only a walk or a jog, so he urged Sif on once more. She tucked her head and picked up speed with a lunge that left him breathless, before falling into a smooth, rocking lope. Once the sting of panic eased, Jakim found the gait easier to sit through than a jog.

“That’s it,” Finnian called from the center as Jakim circled again. “Easy does it.”

His voice trailed off, and as Jakim rounded up the beach toward the smugglers’ cove, he saw why. A streak of flame raced toward them, smoke unfurling like wings on either side. He instinctively tugged back on the reins, and Sif jerked her head up, stopping hard. He pitched forward and clutched awkwardly at the saddlebow, only just managing to keep from tumbling head over heels into the fireborn’s path as Mindar slid to a halt before them.

Smoke and flames stilled quickly at Ceridwen’s touch.

Jakim straightened to find her eyes twinkling warmly above her half mask. She tugged it below her chin and tossed back her hood with a twitch of her head, letting her red braid spill out. Seeing her dash up atop her fiery steed, looking strong and spoiling for a challenge, he was struck with a flash of the way they had found her, lying ashen and unconscious on a pallet, delirious with fever from the burns that had raged across her entire body. The fact that she’d still been breathing could only be attributed to Aodh’s merciful hand. But every trace of those wounds, and of the scar branded on her forehead, had been extinguished in a moment, in the radiant burst of the dawnling’s healing light.

If he hadn’t witnessed it, he never would have believed it.

And this was the creature he must prove worthy of bonding.

“So.” Ceridwen looked to Finnian. “Has he fallen off yet?”

“Not yet,” Ineth answered, walking up. “But not for lack of trying.”

Ceridwen flicked the woman a sharp glance, though with her boots on and her spare cloak stowed, any trace of Ineth’s unusual campsite was gone. “There are patrols forming up in our war-camp, tor Rira. Scouts, gatherers, hunters. You should make yourself useful. We need full saddlebags and known terrain if we’re to take the fight back to the empire.”

Ineth sniffed. “I’m a healer, not a scout or a gatherer.”

“Check in with Kassa tor Bronwen. She’s assigning our forces.”

“I don’t answer to you, Fireborn,” Ineth said quietly, and a charge of alarm shot through Jakim. He had convinced her to come with him in the hopes of discovering everything she could tell him about her trip to his people’s sacred City before he attempted to complete Scroll Enok’s mission. But she was a spark in tinder among the Soldonians. They’d suffered her presence on the passage over, but she was not one of them.

And now, she was defying Ceridwen?

“She is queen of Soldonia,” Finnian said sternly.

“Is she?” Ineth tilted her head at him. “I seem to remember her surrendering on the field of battle. That is not the sort of deed the war-chiefs will forget. And we are not in Soldonia now. I am here with the Scroll. Where he goes, I go. And when he leaves, I will leave with him. Until then, I answer to no one.”

Finnian’s expression darkened, but Ceridwen spoke first. “You wish to stand apart from our forces? Then you’ll find your services welcome among the refugees. There were many wounded when the Nadaari attacked the cavern. But you’ll answer to Owga if you want to stay with them, and to Saffa, if you want to eat.” She turned to Finnian. “I have a patrol mounted and waiting, but we need a tracker.”

“You’ve got one. Where are we off to?”

“Missing riveren. Left a snapped tether and a trail into the Mah.”

“Is that common?” Jakim glanced at Sayla. “Do steeds often spook and run off?”

Finnian looked pensive. “No, actually, it’s rare for a lone steed to flee the safety of the herd. Even if something spooked it into snapping its tether, we should have found it grazing nearby.”

He swung down from Sayla as smoothly as he had mounted, then turned and caught Sif’s reins, holding her steady for Jakim to dismount. Finnian tested the cinch, then tightened it, a grimace flashing briefly across his face. He concealed it quickly, turning to mount, but Jakim saw the way he held his right arm close to his chest as he swung up into the saddle.

There was no trace of pain on his face as he wheeled back toward Ceridwen. “Shouldn’t take too long to track it down. You sure you want to ride out with us today?”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”

Her tone seemed to dare him to press it, but Finnian regarded her with that half-knowing, half-exasperated look he seemed to have mastered. “Well, you were half dead two days ago.”

“All the more reason to live now.”

“Aye, Ceridwen, to live.”

“Which is exactly what I’m doing. You have no idea the sacrifice that was made so I can stand here today. I mean to make the most of it, and the sooner our forces are acclimated, the sooner we can burn the empire down. So, if you’re coming?” She spun Mindar and was off, like a spark in dry grass at the end of summer.

Finnian lingered until an agitated stamp from Sif spurred him to follow.

“He has no idea the sacrifice?” Ineth slung her satchel over her shoulder. “What about her? He should let me take a look at that shoulder again. Better yet, he should have let you heal it, while you still could.”

Her gaze flicked toward the dawnling, as if Jakim wouldn’t know what she meant. Since Sayla’s light had burned off healing Ceridwen, not a trace of it, not even a single gleaming strand, had yet reappeared, and though it had only been two days, that was longer than it had taken the first time. Even after the first glowing strands appeared, her glow had taken weeks to accumulate and spread across her coat before reaching its zenith, when it burst out in that crackling sphere of healing light.

But he had no idea if it followed the same cycle each time. And, with someone stealing strands of her mane and probably targeting any that glowed, he might not be able to track it.

He reached to snag Sayla’s lead, and his legs twinged. It felt like someone had cranked his muscles around a windlass. By the time he inched around again, Ineth was already stalking up the beach toward the two camps.

“Where are you going?” he called after her.

“I’m a healer, and I do like to eat, so . . . off to the rebel healing tent. You can find me there whenever you’re ready to kick off the dust of this place and track down that family of yours, or do whatever it is you dragged me here to do.”

“We will. Soon.”

And he meant it.

Despite the unfamiliar aches of the morning ride, with his head newly shaved and the thrum of purpose alive in his veins, he felt more like himself than he had in years. Jakim Ha’Nor. Jakim the Scroll.

And something new: Jakim the dawnrider, too.

Turning his back on the sea and the words that seemed to hiss in the shushing of the waves on the beach—You will save us—he started back up the jungle path toward the tether lines and makeshift pens that housed the Soldonian solborn. He passed a group of rebel riders tacking up and heading out as he guided Sayla over. They kept their steeds in a separate enclosure and avoided mixing with their new allies, despite Jakim’s offers to translate to bridge the gap. Some of the Soldonians seemed to regard the rebel riders with suspicion, a few with outright hostility, and most with a sense of wariness, as if unsure what to make of them.

Just like they did Jakim.

Maybe he should keep Sayla with the rebel steeds.

He let Sayla nuzzle at his hand, then slipped the halter from her head and released her into the Soldonian herd. Dragging the woven gate closed, he fastened the rope loop securely, and turned, straight into a tall rider in a long, sand-colored coat, leading a dun riveren.

“I’m so sorry . . .”

He froze, the Nadaarian words dying on his tongue, as he took in the man’s thin face and crooked nose and eyes so pale they were almost gold. His hair was longer now, curling at the nape of his neck, and stubble dulled the lines of his jaw and chin, but Jakim knew him at once.

It was his brother, Yath.

Here. Among the rebels.

Yath barely glanced at him, calling something to another rider, then his gaze pulled sharply back. His eyes narrowed, and something stuttered inside Jakim. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. He was supposed to have weeks of travel ahead of him. Time to prepare to face his brothers on his own terms. Not be blindsided on the wrong side of the empire.

It took him far too long to realize Yath had spoken.

“Sorry?” Jakim swiped at his clammy face.

“You are a Scroll of Aodh?” Yath repeated, and even then, the words felt devoid of meaning. They were so far from what Jakim had been expecting, they might as well have been uttered in a foreign tongue, instead of his beloved Eliami.

Where was Yath’s shock at seeing the brother he’d sold?

His confusion? His anger or relief?

The only emotion he saw in Yath’s eyes was curiosity.

Merciful Aodh. Yath didn’t recognize him. He should speak up and declare himself. This was why he was here. To look each of his brothers in the eye and tell them he’d forgiven them. But suddenly, all he could see was the Yath he used to know, stalking up through the dust of the wastes, guiding the slave traders to take him away. Yath, who’d taught him the names of the stars, ignoring his pleas, and standing by while those same stars wept above.

He shook his head, and this older Yath was eying him strangely.

“Your marks,” Yath persisted. “Those are Scroll markings?”

His marks. He blinked down to the blued lines of script inked onto his forearms. Truths that seemed to burn on his skin with an anger he’d thought long extinguished.

“I . . .” He moistened his lips. “I don’t speak Eliami.” And he fled.

He burst out from the suffocating closeness of the Mah into the brisk sea breeze sweeping off the cove, and only then did he realize his mistake. He’d exposed his lie in the very act of speaking it. He’d answered his brother in their own tongue.
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TWO: CERIDWEN
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For the searing shock of a blistering strike, look to the fireborn, fierce of soul.

– Wisdom of the Horsemasters

Sparks dripped from the ends of Mindar’s mane as he pranced, swirling around Ceridwen like fireflies in the deepening gloom of the Mah. Only a dozen strides in, and Finnian ghosted before her eyes, his broad-shouldered form fading between one step and the next, then reappearing in a brief patch of light half a dozen steps ahead. He rode slightly offset in the saddle, leaning over to the left to follow the tracks of the missing riveren through the riot of cascading vines and crawling plants, dark loam and leaf litter, that carpeted the jungle floor.

It was odd to see him on the trail without his wolfhound, Cù, constantly ranging ahead. Odd simply to see him here in the vibrant green of the Mah, where the trees always seemed alive with the rustle and flutter of arboreal creatures, and the bright flash of wings distracted the eye. The denseness of the canopy overhead filtered out more light than most Soldonian forests, casting a shade ideal for shadowrider ghosting.

Less so, of course, for the patrol trying to follow the shadowrider.

“Uncanny, isn’t it?” muttered Nold behind her as Finnian turned slightly to their left and vanished again. “Like trying to trail a wisp of smoke.”

Ceridwen checked Mindar, who snorted and stamped impatiently, as she waited for Finnian to materialize again. “Complaining, Nold? I’m sure Kassa would have been more than happy to assign you to one of the other work details.”

“Oh she did. Tried to make me her second spear, which would be all well and good if that meant relaying her orders on the field of battle, but not if it means supervising gathering crews when I could be out in the saddle where I belong.”

The rest of the patrol murmured agreement.

With the exception of the Cenyon seariders Telweg had sent, most of the host Finnian had managed to muster consisted of the haphazard band of riders that had formed under her command after the disaster at Idolas. They had sailed eagerly to her aid in Nadaar, but she doubted they had expected her to refuse to immediately return home and instead launch her own counteroffensive. Less still to find a band of foreign riders already ready for battle—riders who were not of their blood, and who, according to everything they had ever been told, should not have been able to share the sol-breath with a steed.

Riders she had trained in defiance of every trust.

None had voiced their disapproval so loudly as Eredor te Mabon, the commander of the seariders, but her warriors were bound to question as they grew restless, as they were prone to do when not on the move or in the saddle or facing a clear enemy to fight.

“All I’m saying,” Nold added, as Finnian reappeared ahead and far off to their left, “is that it would be easier if we weren’t trying to tail a ghost. You could take point instead, Liam. You’re a decent tracker now, aren’t you?”

Ceridwen couldn’t make out Liam’s response, and she had to restrain herself to keep from glancing back for reassurance that he was still there, jogging at Nold’s side on a steed left riderless by the gorge attack.

She urged Mindar on after Finnian instead, and he lunged into each stride with his head held high and the breath grunting in his throat and dark smoke coiling from his nostrils. Ordinarily, she might strive harder to restrain him, to quell the smoke and tamp down his flame lest it reveal their position to any foes who might be lurking in the thick brush, but Owga had scouts roaming from the sea to the gorge, searching for signs that the Nadaari hunted them still. So far, they had found no lingering trace of the army that had left the dead piled in the caverns, only the broad, muddy swath their return march had torn through the jungle.

And she was just so relieved to be back in the saddle, with new gear and skivva oil to treat it, and a waterskin fastened to her saddlebow, and to be with Mindar, too, after they had both nearly been killed when Sahak’s stone-eye had trapped them in their own inferno. So what did it matter if a soft curl of flames lapped like waves from his mane, or if he danced two steps to every one the other ten members of the patrol took?

He was alive, and so was she, and that was more than she could know for certain about Rafi, flames take his stubborn hide.

Strong fingers suddenly grasped her rein arm.

She flinched before realizing she recognized the strength of that grip. Mindar pranced forward a step before she could slow him, and somehow that slight shift in vantage suddenly enabled her to see Finnian on her left, eyes creased in concern.

“I found it,” he murmured, voice pitched for her ears alone. “Just ahead. But Ceridwen, something got to it. It’s dead, and half-eaten too.”

Ceridwen pursed her lips, glancing down the line to where Fatha, the rider of the missing riveren, brought up the rear on a borrowed steed. She was craning her neck to peer under every bough and around every tree, and the pinch of fear on her face was a twin to the look Ceridwen had seen when Fatha rode up out of the night to deliver the tidings that Soras Ford was under attack.

That Gavin, her cousin, had been betrayed.

“Should we turn back now? Spare her the sight?”

There was only concern and compassion in Finnian’s eyes. His hand was still on her arm, but his grip felt suddenly constricting, though the words that filled her mind were not his.

Sorry, Ceridwen, but this isn’t your sacrifice to make.

Her mouth was dry, and her skin was aflame, and the prickle of unshed tears burned in her eyes, but she would not let them fall. She shook her head. “No. She deserves to make that choice herself.”
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Fatha buried her wails in the slain riveren’s neck. Nold stooped over her, one hand on her shoulder, crooning a steady stream of comforting words, though Ceridwen could not imagine what he could say that would mean anything at all in the face of such a grisly scene.

She did not dismount. Not when the danger might still be near. Whatever had attacked the riveren had left it half-eaten and half-buried in the leaves. It would likely return soon to finish feasting upon its kill, if it wasn’t still lurking nearby.

“I don’t understand,” Nold said, lifting his head. “What could have taken down a solborn?”

“Scadtha,” Ceridwen responded, recalling Rafi’s fight with the hideous amphibious monster in the canal of Sahak’s temple. They were said to stalk the beaches of the Alon Coast, though she had yet to see one in the wild. But the wounds on the riveren reminded her of those she had seen on the battlefield in Soldonia. Deep claw marks. Bite to the throat. “Or a stone-eye.”

She had yet to see one of those in the wild either, but the rebel riders had always insisted that, even in the short time she had been in Nadaar, she had certainly passed by three or four in the jungle without ever noticing them.

They were reclusive beasts. Unless threatened.

But they did not like to leave their kills.

Ceridwen seized her sabre, fitting the grooves worn into the leather grip by a hand bigger than hers, and swept it from its scabbard. The ring of the blade singing as it leaped free was like music to her ears, and it echoed on all sides as her patrol mimicked her action. She twisted in the saddle to face them. “It may still be here. Spread out in pairs. No one hunts alone.”

That was a rule Owga had relayed from her tiger-fighting days in the arenas of Chiznowith and Cetmur. Pairs were the only sure way to counteract the power of a stone-eye’s paralyzing gaze. If one fighter was trapped, the other could still flank the beast before it could strike.

And the best fighting pairs, Owga had added in a voice that left little doubt about her own skill, often baited the beast into trapping one of them, because once a stone-eye engaged with its prey, only the oldest and canniest could remain aware enough to sense the other fighter stalking in for the kill.

“And ’ware its eyes,” Ceridwen warned, as the riders splayed out and moved off through the trees. She spun Mindar to the right, passing through a curtain of mollusk moss tendrils, and in a breath, Finnian pressed up alongside, arrow nocked to his bowstring.

Without exchanging a word, they angled deeper into the thick of the undergrowth, and though both Finnian and his steed quickly faded from sight, Ceridwen could sense his presence at her side. Discerning the quickening of her pulse, Mindar quickened his stride in turn, and the sparks that rose from his mane were a deep, dark crimson. She breathed calming breaths across his neck to ease him and whispered soft meaningless sounds like the shushing of the sea, as Rafi had done, and gradually the heat wafting from his skin dissipated.

He pulled up short and let out a ragged snort, ears pricked, head aimed to the left. His mane sprang up in a sudden spurt of flame.

Ceridwen stiffened as a rumbling snarl sounded out.

Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed it—a massive stone-eye tiger—stalking down from the fallen crown of an uprooted tree, tail lashing. The beast coiled and pounced. And in that flash of lunging orange and snarling white, something tripped inside her, and her muscles locked, and she was back in the gorge atop her bleeding steed, holding the tunnel entrance alone while Sahak circled his chariot around her.

She heard Finnian curse, the distant snap and whine of an arrow, and a hiss—a human one—of pain, and still, she could not move.

But her fireborn was not so restrained.

Mindar plunged to the side, and the abrupt movement jostled her out of the daze as the stone-eye crashed down where she had been, whipped around to roar at Finnian, then spun to face her again. She twitched her reins, trying to summon flame, but Mindar tucked his head and instead shied away, coughing out a weak spattering of fire that petered out into white smoke. The tiger rushed her again, claws lashing to rake her from the saddle. Mindar spun away, but Ceridwen slashed out with her sabre and felt the tip catch.

The tiger fell back with a snarl, red streaking down its shoulder.

Now. She needed to strike while it was down. She tried to wheel Mindar around, but he fought her, the whites of his eyes visible in his tossing head, and his body plunged and quivered beneath her. Orange blurred in the corner of her vision as the tiger lunged again.

Then a spear slammed into its chest.

Liam burst from the thick of the jungle on his borrowed steed and slid to a halt as the tiger roared and batted the spear from its chest. Eyes wild, he hurled himself from the saddle, caught up the fallen spear, and plunged it between the tiger’s ribs. Ceridwen gave up on trying to wrestle Mindar and sprang from the saddle instead, but the blow had done its work, and the tiger shuddered and finally sank to the ground, dead.

She halted by Mindar’s head. “Flames, Liam, that was timely.”

Finnian pulled up short on the other side of the tiger. He was on foot and had been rushing the beast, armed only with the arrow clasped like a blade in his left fist. That was the sort of reckless stunt she typically pulled, not him. His bowstring must have snapped. But she was more concerned with Liam. He still stood braced against his spear, shoulders hitching unevenly, and something about the look in his eyes as he’d hurtled into the fray rustled uneasily inside her. Letting Mindar’s reins slip through her fingers until she clasped only the end, she reached to touch Liam’s shoulder.

He stirred and met her eyes with a lopsided smile. “That makes two.”

She released a breath. He had answered her in their own tongue and without a hint of the strange delirium that had claimed him the night of the attack in the gorge. “Two . . . what?”

“Two stone-eyes I’ve slain. Nold’s going to rage when I tell him. He still hasn’t killed one. How about you, te Donal?” Liam called to Finnian, who slipped the arrow he’d been holding back into his quiver on his way to the fallen tree. “Whatever happened to your shot?”

Finnian parted the leafy crown, searching. “Missed.”

Ceridwen tossed him a teasing glance. “Since when do you miss?”

He drew out a second arrow and jerked his head toward Mindar. “Since when does he?” His tone was terse, almost defensive, and as he retrieved his discarded bow, she couldn’t help noticing that the bowstring was intact, and he was avoiding her gaze. Rather than using his war horn to summon the others, he mounted up and rode off with Liam to retrieve them, as though it were not a strange thing for him to simply vanish into the underbrush, leaving her alone with her restlessly circling steed and her own uneasy thoughts.

Liam at least looked well now. Strong and hale with only a faint trace of the limp that had dogged him since their capture. When she had awakened from her own sick bed and emerged into the dawn of a new day, she had found Liam up already and free of any signs of fever. And yet, he had seemed well before. For weeks ere the strange fit had struck him.

Not all wounds left scars that could be seen.

Nor could such scars be easily healed—though once, she would have thought the same of the kasar brand upon her forehead. She peeled off one glove and let her fingertips graze the smooth and unmarred skin, reassuring herself that it was indeed gone. That she bore the traitor’s brand no more. Even if she could almost feel it still, etched beneath the surface.

She eased alongside her trembling steed and raised her bare palm to his quivering nostrils. His breath blasted over her skin—hot, but not unbearably so for a firerider. Smoke coiled around her fingers as she raised her other hand to scratch the blaze of white between his eyes. She had hoped he at least had emerged unscathed from her failure in the caverns with Sahak. But it seemed his scars were only now becoming visible.

He had never before failed to flame on cue—or without cue, in a moment of peril. But now that she knew what ailed him, she could help him.

Gathering up his reins, she turned him to face the dead tiger.

His head jerked up, and he backed up a step, snorting.

“Easy, boy. Easy,” she murmured soft and slow as she took another step, to the side this time, steering him toward the stone-eye’s back. He trembled, muscles resisting then quivering, but he came.

One step. He snorted out black smoke. Then another.

Until he had rounded the motionless creature fully, skirting the blackened tip of its tail, then shying sideways when its dead snarl and fixed yellow eyes came into view. It was a truly massive beast, nearly as thick around the barrel as Mindar had been when she first caught him in the crater of Koltar. There was no peril now in its lidless gaze, but if she would ride him into battle against chariots again, he would have to trust that he could flame against such a beast and not be consumed by it.

So as they circled a second time, Ceridwen summoned his flame with a gentle flick of her reins, and this time, he answered. It was only a swift spurt of fire, rather than a torrent or a roar, and it sputtered out as he shied back, but still, he had flamed. And when she circled him again, asking for more, more, more, he warmed to the task with each conflagration.

The carcass was fully charred by the time her riders regrouped around her.

Quieting Mindar’s flames with a touch, she swung up onto his back and fell in beside Finnian. “We should head back now,” she told him. “I need to speak with Owga. It’s time we settled on a plan for torching the empire, and not just the occasional feral stone-eye.”

She hoped for one of his smiles that felt like a sunrise breaking over wintry earth, but Finnian just nodded, not meeting her eyes as he started off down the trail their passage had carved through the Mah. She wished she could understand him half as well as she did her steed, for she had solved the conundrum of what ailed Mindar in the span between one breath and the next, and had no doubt that with time and patience, they would overcome it together.

But she couldn’t grasp what in shades was troubling Finnian.
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Remember …

Remember …

REMEMBER.

“I thought I told you to bring me his bones.”

So far as familial greetings went, it certainly wasn’t the most auspicious one Rafi had ever heard. Particularly since his bones were the ones in question. Lykier, uncle-turned-usurper and now emperor of all Nadaar, hadn’t even bothered to look at him. Fortified behind a solid desk littered with parchments pinned by oil lamps, the man stood with his back toward them, draped in a golden cloak that swept to his heels, while Rafi knelt with his wrists chained behind him and fastened to a noose around his throat.

His uncle’s lack of attention didn’t stop Rafi from answering, of course. Nor did the fact that he was wobbling precariously to keep his weight off his injured knee, which was throbbing again after being slammed onto the tiles.

“Whatever happened to ‘welcome home, nephew’?”

That earned him a sharp tug on the noose from the brute of an imperial guard breathing down his neck. He coughed, and Sahak tsked as he passed, regarding him with distaste. His cousin skirted the desk without even glancing at the four enormous blood-red stone-eye tigers lounging in a ring around it, on his way toward the curved outer wall of the tower room, where a series of arched openings, draped with silk, let out onto a balcony.

“Technically, I did bring you his bones,” Sahak said, peering out over the darkened seascape Rafi knew he would find below.

It had taken Rafi a moment to shake off his disorientation, after being hustled through the sleeping quiet of the palace, hooded and cloaked, allowing him only glimpses of occasional splashes from the ornamental waterways bordering their path. Then the hood had been torn away, and he’d strained to look past the riot of scarlet rugs, gold ornaments, and imposing furnishings all vying for attention, to the familiarity lurking beneath.

It was there in the intricate swirl of blue and sand-colored tiles in the mosaic beneath him, in the arched openings, and in the faint crash of the waves outside.

He knew this room.

His father had ruled the empire from a grand study deep within the palace complex, or from the sprawling chamber where his throne sat at the Center of the World. But this room had been his mother’s sanctuary. She had adorned it with seashell wind chimes and kept the curtains flung back so the sea breezes could sweep through, filling the air with music. She might have married the emperor of Nadaar, but she had never forgotten the salt in her Alonque blood.

Or in her children’s.

Often, when they were small, she’d brought them out onto the tiled balcony, and while they nestled together in a sea of blankets and cushions, told them stories of her life growing up in the fisher tribe until the drift of the stars above and the waves below lulled them to sleep. Rafi could hear her voice, could feel her fingers in his hair, but somehow her face had turned to mist in his memories. She was gone now, and her wind chimes with her, and Rafi’s uncle had stolen her room along with everything else.

“I did bring you his bones,” Sahak said again from the balcony. “Just with the flesh still on them.” He turned. “What’s the matter, Father? Still afraid to soil your own hands? Could that be why you forced me to wait outside the city gates for three days? Then sent your guards to escort me here in the dead of night, rather than in the triumphant procession my victory warrants? Or why you commanded that he”—his hand flicked toward Rafi, who flinched reflexively, expecting the bite of a blade—“be brought to you in secret, rather than be denounced before the entire court as his crimes demand?”

Still, the emperor did not turn.

Sahak’s lips curled. “Or could it be, that after all this time, you still fear your nobles as you fear me?”

That, finally, provoked a response.

Lykier twisted in a half turn, and Rafi was startled to find the toll of the past ten years recorded in the deep pouches beneath his eyes, the creases around his mouth, and in the leathery texture of his skin. Aside from a brief glimpse outside Dagmur, he had not seen his uncle since that night, ten years ago, that had changed everything. He looked old now, and he was, after a fashion. Older now than his elder brother, Rafi’s father and the late emperor, had ever lived to be. “You go too far, Sahak. That has ever been your failing. This is a delicate matter, and it must be dealt with quietly. That is all.”

Rafi couldn’t help but speak. “It has a name, Uncle.”

He used the familial term the way Sahak did, like a weapon. But that was as far as he got before the guard yanked on the noose again, leaving him gasping. He let out a ragged, hacking cough, and the mosaic swam before his watering eyes. It wasn’t so much the lack of air—he could survive extended underwater dives with Ghost, thanks to the sol-breath. It was the primal panic of the rope tightening around his throat.

Of being helpless to stop it.

He was paid no mind, anyway. “If I go too far,” Sahak was saying, “it is only because of my devotion to you, Father, and my intense loyalty to your rule.”

Lykier gave a humorless laugh. “You and I both know that you have only ever been devoted to one thing: yourself. But this day”—his cloak swished across the tile—“this day does not belong to you.”

His words rippled with an undercurrent of meaning that Rafi did not comprehend, until he forced his gaze up from the mosaic to face his uncle.

And the newborn asleep in his arms.

“So . . . this is your heir,” Sahak said flatly.

“This is my son, Crown Prince Nikam Tetrani of House Korringar, first son of Lykier, emperor of Nadaar, and this day belongs to him. Throughout the empire, all rejoice because the heir has been born.” The pride in Lykier’s voice as he uttered the title over his infant son was unmistakable, and seeing the bitterness that stained Sahak’s expression, it struck Rafi that he had never once questioned why that honor had been denied to his cousin.

Delmar had known why—he was sure of it.

“First son,” Sahak repeated, mouth twisting around the words. “So now we are simply pretending that I do not exist. And that ship in the harbor flying a Canthorian flag? Don’t tell me the aged widow you wish to marry me off to is here already? It’s not enough that you cast me aside. You would ship me off to a foreign court just to be rid of me?”

“That aged widow is sister to an emperor, and that ship belongs to his envoy, who is readying for his visit, and yes, the possibility of a blood tie remains on the table.”

“What possibility is there if I am not your son?” Sahak’s smile was sardonic, and as the first flicker of anger ignited in Lykier’s eyes, he took a step closer. “But I will congratulate you, Father. Congratulate you for being a fool. Who could have expected that within days of securing your line of succession, you would turn around and undermine your own throne? Oh come,” he added, as a dark flush spread across Lykier’s face, “surely you can see it? You know there are courtiers who conspire against you. Who coil about you even now, like a python seeking to crush you. Who will latch onto the rumors that a son of Nement has surfaced, despite being declared dead, to sow doubt about your rule, and still, you would deal with this”—his hand stabbed at Rafi—“quietly?”

“Of course I would,” Lykier ground out. “You think denouncing him as a traitor before the court would silence those rumors? He looks too much like my brother to be declared an impostor, and anyone who ever saw that same wicked smile on the face of his Alonque mother would know him at once for who he is.”

Rafi took a distinct pride in those words. He’d always known he had his mother’s smile, but it wasn’t until recently that he’d been told he looked anything like his father.

It made him feel less alone to know it.

“So, tell the truth then,” Sahak said.

“I very much doubt that you would want that.” Lykier had gone stiff, his voice had fallen low, and as Sahak took a step forward, the tigers rose, bristling, to their feet around the emperor. The infant in his arms stirred, face wrinkling, then let out a wail, jabbing one fist in the air.

Lykier made no move to comfort his son.

“No, you wouldn’t want that,” Sahak corrected. “We both know I couldn’t care less. You tried to bury this ten years ago, and where has that gotten you? You should listen to me now. I’m only trying to save your throne.”

“Somehow, I doubt that too.” Lykier signaled the guard. “Get them both out of here.”

Those words burst strangely upon Rafi’s ears, distorted as if by distance, or water. Or maybe, time. His vision dimmed, and the uncle before him was no longer the cold and weathered stranger, but the bold commander of the charioteers he remembered, covered in the dust of the arenas, chest heaving as he burst through the doors.

Strong fingers were digging into Rafi’s elbow.

He could feel a thick, woven rug under his bare toes—and he wasn’t in the tower room anymore, but in the chambers he’d shared with his brother. Delmar struggled as three soldiers forced him down, while a fourth pried the bloody, curved dagger—his ceremonial korgu—from his grip. And Rafi wasn’t as fierce or as bold as his brother, but he had always been slippery. With a twist, he wrenched free and was off, running, stumbling, across the room, to safety. To his uncle, standing in the doorway, and his steadying grip. Rafi felt his damp cheek stick momentarily to the wide charioteer’s belt that extended up over his uncle’s ribs—and he felt the distant pain of the noose tightening around his throat in the present, threatening to drag him out of the past, but he resisted, longing to snatch one more glimpse of his brother’s face.

Instead, his uncle handed him over to the soldiers. “Get them both out of here.”

And as the past splintered around him, Rafi remembered the complete lack of emotion in his uncle’s voice as he explained that their parents were dead, and Cira too, and that for the good of the empire, he would step in to rule. Remembered how Delmar had fought tooth and nail to keep from being dragged away, but Rafi had gone quietly, because even then, he had not understood.

Sharp pain wrenched through his shoulders, and he doubled over, jolted back to the present, where the mosaic was cool beneath his swollen knee and a tangy gust had managed to snake past the silk curtains and ruffle the hair plastered to his skull. The guard was twisting his bound wrists upward, trying to force him to stand, and though he might have gone tamely last time, he wasn’t the frightened boy he’d been then.

He had watched his brother die.

Survived on the run for six years alone.

Slain a scadtha, tamed a sea-demon, and stepped between Ceridwen and death, just as Delmar had for him, and he had endured it all to make it here to this moment. He would not leave without answers. There were a hundred questions he longed to ask this man who had been his uncle, betrayer, and now tyrant lord, but as the guard yanked up on his wrists again, forcing out a groan, the words that fell burning from his tongue were, “Why Cira?”

His uncle stiffened at her name.

It had been over six years since Rafi had spoken it. His sister had nearly been lost to him, fading into the haze with his father and his mother, and lately, Delmar too. But it seemed being back here was unlocking memories he hadn’t even realized had been sealed up inside him.

“She was only six,” Rafi continued, as his uncle finally looked at him and seemed to see him—actually see him—for the first time since his arrival. Heedless of the wailing newborn, his uncle’s gaze roved from the scabbed and peeling burns on Rafi’s arms to the new skin underneath, to the now ragged silk tunic Imbé Tisani had given him, stiff with patches of dried blood and reeking of a smog that even after weeks of being dragged, stumbling, across Nadaar, had not dissipated but only mingled with the sour odor of stale sweat.

Lykier moved closer, seeming transfixed.

He was so near now, Rafi could see the swirls of dark hair plastered to the infant prince’s head, and the way his face scrunched up with each wail and his tiny fists batted helplessly in the air. “Cira was only a child, but Delmar was the heir. Why would you kill her but only imprison us?”

His uncle scrubbed a hand over his face. “It was . . . a mistake.”

That wasn’t a denial.

It was one thing to believe his family had been murdered despite the official story, another for Sahak to taunt him with it, but to hear it from his uncle’s own lips? His blood surged with a dizzying burst of anger. “What? What was a mistake? Her death? Or our survival?”

Tears stung the corners of his eyes.

But his uncle noticed neither his fury nor his grief. Nor that the child’s screaming had reached a level that could put a sea-demon to shame. “It was a tumultuous time. The empire was a tinderbox, seething with unrest, awaiting only a spark to ignite, and you, your mother and your half-Que siblings, you were going to be that spark. And your father insisted on speaking of peace, when the empire needed a conflict to unite against, a call for glory and strength, not weakness. I tried to reason with him, but he wouldn’t . . . wouldn’t listen to me . . .” Lykier’s gaze drifted, and the pinch in his brow tightened.

“So . . . you killed him? You killed all of them?”

Sahak clicked his tongue softly. “All of them? Forgetting about your brother again, Rafi? That does seem to be a habit with you. Not that he cares anymore.”

Vacant blue eyes flashed
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