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CHAPTER

1

The mirror shattered into a hundred pieces, a sudden explosion followed by a cascade of jagged shards. Ileni whirled, throwing her hands up in front of her face, but nothing hit her: no sharp pieces of glass, no sting of cut flesh. After a moment, she lowered her arms and crossed them over her chest.

The broken fragments of glass hovered in the air, glimmering with rainbow colors. Then they faded back into the mirror, smoothing into a shiny, unbroken oval.

“Impressive,” Ileni said. She had no idea who she was talking to, but it wasn’t difficult to sound unafraid. After six weeks in the Assassins’ Caves and three days as a prisoner of imperial sorcerers, false courage was second nature to her. “But since I’m the only one here, it seems a waste of effort.”

The colors flattened into a vaguely human-shaped form. Before she could make out the face, the form spoke. “Absalm said this was the only spell that could get through the Academy’s wards.”

Ileni froze. She dug her fingers into her upper arms.

The image in the mirror sharpened, revealing a blond young man with dark eyes. His grimly set mouth curved up slightly in the hint of a smile. “You were expecting someone else?”

Ileni tilted her head. “I wasn’t expecting anyone. Given that I am, as you pointed out, in a rather heavily warded room.”

She almost—almost—managed to keep her voice cool. But it shook just a little, and of course Sorin noticed. The slight curve turned into a real smile. “It’s good to see you, Ileni.”

She pressed her lips together before they could betray her with an answering smile. “How did you know where I was?”

His smile deepened.

Ileni’s jaw clenched. “You shouldn’t be trying to contact me. You might have pushed this spell through the wards, but the imperial sorcerers will know it happened.”

His eyes narrowed. “Will that put you in danger?”

More danger than I’m in already? “No. I can protect myself.”

“I hope you’re right.” He leaned forward a fraction. “I’m glad you’re alive.”

Ileni forced a laugh. “Why, thank you. I’m glad I’m alive, too.”

“I wasn’t sure you would be.” He seemed about to say more, and her breath froze in her throat. He must know, now, that she had killed his master. He knew, and yet he had said, I’m glad you’re alive.

She hadn’t realized, until this moment, how afraid she had been of him finding out. Not because he would kill her—she should have been afraid of that, but she hadn’t been. She had only been afraid he would hate her.

Sorin shook his head slightly. “Things have been complicated here. I couldn’t force Absalm to track you down until now.”

“Force him?” Ileni stepped closer to the mirror. She was sure he could hear the sound of her heart hammering, but there was nothing she could do about that. She didn’t know herself if it was from excitement or fear. “I like the sound of that. You have been busy, haven’t you?”

“So have you. How did you manage to infiltrate the Imperial Academy itself?” The admiration in his voice was genuine, and Ileni was dismayed at the thrill that ran through her. She had left him behind. She was supposed to be past this. Even if it had only been three days.

Irritation sharpened her voice. “I’m not infiltrating anything. I’m not on your side, Sorin. Don’t forget that.”

His expression didn’t change. “How did you get in, then? What did you tell them?”

Nothing. I’m a prisoner. The truth twitched at the edge of her tongue. If she said it, he would save her. He would find a way.

Instead she said, “It’s not important.”

“Isn’t it?” His mouth tightened. “Do they know—”

“That I have no magic of my own anymore?” She got it out without a tremor. She was proud of that. “Yes. It’s not exactly something I could hide. Not here.”

A silence fell between them, and stretched too long. Ileni was acutely aware that she was finding it hard to breathe. Sorin’s eyes searched her face, looking for—what? She didn’t know, and she also didn’t know whether he was finding it.

He seemed different, somehow. Just a week ago, he had been teaching her to fight and making her laugh and kissing her in hidden corridors. But the face in the mirror was inscrutable and dangerous. If even Absalm was following his commands, he must have swiftly secured his position as the new master of the assassins. He had always been a killer, but now he was a leader of killers.

“So,” she said finally, when she couldn’t bear it anymore. “You just wanted to check on me?”

He let out a breath. “Yes. And to see if you needed help.”

She almost laughed at that—or maybe it was a sob. She couldn’t ask him for help. They really weren’t on the same side. “I don’t. Thank you for the dagger, though.”

“You’re welcome,” he said, with a light bow.

Ileni had found the dagger in her backpack the first time she opened it on the mountain path. She had no idea how Sorin had put it there without her noticing, but she had immediately stuck it into her boot. It was still there, alien and heavy, yet comforting at the same time.

Their eyes met. His gleamed, like sunlight hitting black stone, and an answering spark lit in Ileni. She almost reached for him, as if she could touch him, as if he was right there in the room with her.

“Are you absolutely certain you don’t want help?” Sorin said. “If you need me, I will come. Once the imperial sorcerers find out you lived here in our caves, your life won’t be worth much.”

She hesitated, wondering if he had seen through the casualness. He could help her. He had hundreds of assassins who were his to command. He had a sorcerer, who apparently obeyed him at least some of the time. All she had to do was say yes, and he would bring her back.

She made her voice firm. “They won’t find out. Someone will be coming to investigate any moment now. So you had better go.”

“I will. Ileni ...”

Her voice emerged low and steady. “I’m glad you contacted me.”

Something hot flickered deep in his cold black eyes. His voice, though, was as steady as hers. “It was worth putting up with Absalm’s pouting, then.”

Ileni stepped back. “Don’t do it again.”

He didn’t say good-bye. His image vanished in a swirl of colors. The surface of the mirror turned black, darker than black: so dark it made the rest of the room seem dim, even though the glowstones shone bright. Then the blackness was sucked away into the mirror, and Ileni was left staring at her own reflection.

She had just a moment to note the stricken expression on her face. Then the door to the room slammed open, and a burst of magic threw her away from the mirror and across the room.

Pinned against the wall, she looked at the black-haired woman in the doorway and said, weakly, “Karyn. Nice to see you again.”

Sorin stepped back from the mirror, keeping his breathing relaxed and even. Gray fog moved steadily across the glass surface, as if driven by wind. Across the black stone room, Absalm cleared his throat.

“Well done,” he said.

Sorin whirled to face him. The old Renegai sorcerer nodded at him, an approving, fatherly gesture.

Sorin kept his voice cold. “If you want to reopen the portal, can you?”

“It’s still there, yes. I could reopen it easily.” Absalm’s voice was gentle, patronizingly so. Sorin didn’t need gentleness. Certainly not from this man. “But why would we want to? There’s a reason the master never made contact with an assassin until his mission was completed.”

But Ileni was no assassin. She wasn’t even a sorceress, not anymore. She could die out there, alone in the Empire, and he wouldn’t know until it was too late to save her.

Sorin struggled to gain control. His feelings for Ileni were not just a weakness, but something worse: a sign of weakness. Among his fellow assassins—his disciples, now, at least in theory—many suspected, but few were sure. Absalm, of course, would be busy stirring their suspicions into certainty.

The best strategy would be to pass off his involvement with Ileni as a dalliance, a bit of sport. Or, better—as something he had undertaken upon the master’s command, an inducement for her to play her part. He had half-convinced himself that was how it had started.

But he had let her go. She was in the Empire now, with the master’s blood on her hands—and he had stood at the entrance of the caves and watched her walk away. He had no explanation for it. None that would satisfy Absalm, or the other assassins, or even himself.

He shouldn’t have to explain himself to anyone. He was the leader of the assassins now. But he was not the master, who had held absolute power in these caves for nearly a century. Absalm had been the master’s friend, worked with him, been privy to more of his plans than any of the assassins themselves. Absalm could undermine Sorin’s authority easily, if he chose to.

Which meant Sorin had to find a way to make Ileni’s presence in the Academy work for him. To make them believe it had been part of his plan all along.

If he could do that, he might not have to kill her.

“Ileni,” he said, “is a well-honed blade. And now she needs to be aimed at her target.”

“Was that the purpose of this conversation?”

Sorin tried to smile mysteriously, the way the master would have; but the memory of the master made grief twist within him, and he could tell by Absalm’s flat stare that the sorcerer wasn’t convinced.

“It was a start,” Sorin said.

“And how do you intend to continue?”

“You don’t need to know that.”

Absalm pressed his lips together. Sorin waited just long enough to make sure the rebuff would sting, then softened the insult with a question. “Do you think she suspected how we knew she was there?”

“No,” Absalm said. His tone was surly, but there was respect in it, too—real respect, not the pretense he had been displaying for the past few days. “That was excellently done. I don’t think she suspected a thing.”


CHAPTER

2

Lies spun in Ileni’s mind as she looked across the stone room at the black-haired sorceress. Karyn was wearing a loose white gown, and her face was even more grim than usual, which Ileni hadn’t thought possible. Three days ago, right before transporting her to this room, Karyn had made a promise: I will kill you if you don’t cooperate.

Secret communications with the Assassins’ Caves likely did not count as cooperating.

Ileni’s feet dangled a yard above the floor, and Karyn’s spell pressed her hard against the rough wall. She tried to think up an excuse—an explanation—anything to buy her time, to convince Karyn she was too valuable to kill. But she, who had lied for weeks to the assassins around her, was suddenly afraid that she couldn’t pull it off, that Karyn would see right through anything but the truth. As if, exhausted by the strain of constant deception, she could no longer pull up another lie.

She had told her last lie in the caves without even intending to, right before she had walked away, the black mountains a shadow on her back. Only three days ago, she had promised Sorin: I’m not going back to the Renegai village. She had meant it. But half a day later, as she strode down the winding trail with her pack digging into her shoulders, she had realized it was impossible.

Sorin or any of the other assassins would have known exactly which roads led to the Empire, and could have journeyed there with no more provisions than she carried in her pack. But Ileni had never been trained to leave her village at all. And that village was the only place she knew how to get to.

Even if it was the last place she wanted to go.

Ileni had a lot of practice, by then, in doing things she didn’t want to do. So she had set her face toward her village, promising herself it would only be a short detour, trying not to think about how she would explain why she had left her exile in the caves. Or—even more unthinkably—why she was headed into the Empire.

Then Karyn had ambushed her.

Ileni supposed she should feel some measure of gratitude to the imperial sorceress. She hadn’t had to return, to face her people after failing them twice. She hadn’t had to see Tellis. Instead she had been taken—magically transported, even—straight to the center of the Empire’s power: the Imperial Academy. The source of the magic that kept the Empire running, and the ideal place to discover if that Empire was as evil as she had always been taught.

To decide if she was, in fact, going to help destroy it.

Assuming the imperial sorcerers didn’t just kill her, this had actually worked out quite well. The trouble was, Ileni couldn’t think of a single reason why they wouldn’t kill her.

She had spent the last three days locked in a stone room, and as far as she could tell, no one but Karyn knew she was there. The fact that Karyn hadn’t killed her already was her one slim thread of hope.

She had only a brief memory of the encounter with Karyn, the two of them facing each other on the narrow road. Then Karyn had flung out her hand in a flash of violet light, and the next thing Ileni remembered was waking up in this windowless room. It had taken her only a few minutes to sense the wards around her and realize where she was.

Since then, food had appeared regularly on a tray on the floor, and her chamberpot had occasionally disappeared and reappeared—casual uses of magic she had once been accustomed to. But she’d had no contact with any human being. How long would Karyn have left her here if Sorin hadn’t forced her hand?

The magic holding Ileni loosened, and the stone wall scraped against her back as she slid to the floor. Karyn lifted one hand, and blue-white light sizzled between her fingers. “If you helped an assassin breach our wards, I will kill you right now. So I suggest you explain what just happened.”

Fortunately, Ileni had just spent several weeks keeping fear hidden. It was instinctive by now. “Don’t be ridiculous. You know I have no magic left. I can’t help anyone do anything.”

“Every sorcerer in the Academy felt the magic coming from this room. Your presence here is no longer a secret.”

So it had been a secret? Interesting.

“I wasn’t doing anything,” Ileni said. “Someone was trying to contact me.”

“Someone from the Renegai village?”

The sneer in Karyn’s voice made Ileni want to lie, just to spite her. Yes. My people can break your wards. What do you think of that?

But the imperial sorcerers still believed the Renegai were a backward group of ragtag exiles, no threat to them. If Ileni pretended they had the ability to breach the Academy’s wards, that might put them in danger. The assassins, on the other hand, were already perceived as a threat. And besides, they could take care of themselves.

“No,” she said. “Someone from the Assassins’ Caves.”

Karyn straightened, and Ileni was glad she hadn’t lied. The sorceress was now looking at her as if she represented a true danger. As if she was someone to be reckoned with.

That might or might not be a good thing. Reckoning with her could very well translate into killing her. But it felt good, in that moment.

“What did they want?” Karyn asked.

Lies spun through Ileni’s mind, some senseless, some unbelievable, some contradicting each other. But seeing Sorin again, even for a few minutes, had reminded her how to take risks. She smiled directly at Karyn and said, “I’m not going to tell you.”

“Oh,” Karyn said, very softly, “I think you will.” The blue-white light around her hand expanded, forming a crackling ball of barely restrained power.

Fear ran through Ileni, a taut thread. Only four days ago, she had seen Karyn hold Sorin suspended over a chasm, the ugly coiling of a deathspell emanating from her chants. Karyn was an imperial sorceress. Torture came easily to her.

“What you’ll also tell me,” Karyn said, “is who you were really talking to. Now that you’re gone, there is no fully trained sorcerer in the Assassins’ Caves. Certainly no one capable of breaching our wards.”

Ileni wished that were true. But if there was one thing she would never tell Karyn, it was that Absalm was still alive. That was the thread that could lead the sorceress to the whole tangled conspiracy—to the real reason she had been in the caves, and the real reason she had left.

Her chance of discovering whether the Empire was as evil as she had always believed—not to mention of surviving the next ten minutes—depended on Karyn believing she was no threat. She had to look at Ileni and see a naive, powerless ex-sorceress. Not a ... weapon.

The sense of betrayal, thick and dark, rose in Ileni’s throat. Absalm was an Elder of her people, someone she had trusted, and he had twisted her entire life for his own purposes.

She swallowed her hurt and fury. She was not a weapon—not yet, anyhow. She was not here to be Absalm’s tool, but to decide for herself which side she was on.

Right now, the Empire’s side wasn’t looking very promising.

“I don’t know how they broke through your wards,” she said. “But I could help you find out.”

Karyn’s eyebrows went up. “Really. You do switch sides rather easily, don’t you?”

There was enough truth in that to make Ileni flush. “I was never one of the assassins. I was forced to go to the caves, forced to tutor them in magic. And I left.”

“So you did. To return to your own people. Apparently you are still attached to them, despite your dalliance with killers.”

The slight emphasis on dalliance made it clear Karyn knew what Sorin had been to her. Ileni struggled to keep from blushing and failed spectacularly. “Yes. I was going home.”

She hadn’t planned to say home. It just slipped out.

Karyn curled her fingers slowly into a fist, and the blue-white light shrank into her palm. “For what purpose? From what I understand, the Renegai don’t have much use for sorcerers who have lost their powers.”

Another truth. It doesn’t matter, Ileni told herself, as different kinds of shame roiled within her. As long as Karyn didn’t figure out the deepest truth of all.

I may not have magic, but I have the power to kill you all. And I’m here to decide whether to use it.

Although it wasn’t her power, not really. She was just the vessel—trained in magic even though her power had always been temporary. The only magic she could ever draw on, now, would come from others’ deaths. A caveful of assassins would, at a word, kill themselves so she could have their power. With that much power, she could destroy the Imperial Academy of Sorcery, the epicenter of the Empire’s might. With the Academy gone, the Empire would have no adequate defense against the assassins.

She could be the one to accomplish the goal both the assassins and her own people had been working toward for centuries: wiping the Empire off the face of the earth.

Unless she died here first, killed by that very Empire. Which she would be, if she couldn’t keep up with her lies.

She made herself say, in a small, helpless voice, “I had nowhere else to go.”

Karyn snorted. “And now that you’re here, you’ll just throw in your lot with us?”

“I could help you,” Ileni said. “I lived in the caves for weeks. I might know things that would be useful to you.”

Karyn tilted her head sideways, a pose that could have been mistaken for amusement if not for the suspicion in her eyes. A tic started in Ileni’s eyelid as the silence stretched. Then the sorceress said, “All right. You can stay.”

“I—” She managed not to say what or why, mostly by biting her lip so hard it hurt.

“For now,” Karyn added. “But I’ll be watching you.”

Ileni nodded.

Karyn slowly opened her hand. The blue-white light was gone. “I’ll find a way to explain the breach—say it was a mistake during your preliminary testing. And then I’ll have you enrolled as a new student. Nobody has to know where you came from.” She flexed her fingers. “You realize that if anyone discovers you used to be an assassin, you won’t survive a day here.”

“I wasn’t an assassin.”

“You taught them magic, didn’t you? Trained them to kill us?”

The bite in Karyn’s voice killed Ileni’s next question. There could be only one reason Karyn was letting her stay: because she believed Ileni could help her fight the assassins. But did she really believe Ileni had turned traitor? Or did she have some other plan, a way to use Ileni against her will?

Well. That would be nothing new.

Karyn crossed the room and touched her finger to the mirror. “Right now, I’ll summon the nearest sorcerer. Some luckless student will be here shortly to escort you to the testing arena.”

She closed her eyes and murmured a brief spell. A shimmer of magic, distant and tantalizing, brushed Ileni’s skin, and she shivered despite herself.

Karyn’s eyes opened just in time to catch that. She watched Ileni from beneath hooded eyelids. “I have access to as many lodestones as I want. If you had known that, I assume you wouldn’t have gone to so much trouble to steal the one I had last time we met.” She pursed her lips. “Though I suppose if you had managed to hold onto it, you could have tasted power again.”

It was such an obvious, childish taunt. It shouldn’t have worked.

“It’s interesting, though.” Karyn was practically purring. “How do you think you’ll feel, being surrounded by sorcerers-in-training? Once you would have been the best of them, isn’t that right?”

Ileni knew exactly how it would feel. She had left her own people for the Assassins’ Caves just so she would never have to feel like that again.

She didn’t trust herself to control her expression. She turned away from Karyn just in time to see two young men appear in the doorway.

Literally, appear: a second ago, the space outside the door had been empty.

“Good,” Karyn said, still sounding like a stroked cat. “This is Ileni. She’ll be—”

One of the new arrivals looked at Ileni. She froze when she recognized him, but his face remained perfectly pleasant, as if he had no idea who she was. He bent toward his boot, a smooth feline movement, without losing his placid expression for a second.

Ileni went for her dagger, but he was faster.

Assassins always were.

“Whoa,” the other boy said mildly, and Karyn snapped, “Ileni!”

The assassin’s hand was around her wrist, tight enough to hurt, yet he exhibited no strain. His other hand was curled but empty. Too late, Ileni realized that he hadn’t been reaching for a blade. He had merely been bending to wipe off his breeches, which were marked by a long smudge of chalk.

“What are you doing?” the assassin asked, voice high-pitched and shaking. His eyes were wide, his breath fast, as if he was the one who was afraid. But his eyes glinted with amusement that only she could see.

Ileni’s heart sank. She didn’t dare look at Karyn. She forced her fingers open and heard her dagger clatter to the floor.

The assassin didn’t glance down, and he didn’t let go of her wrist. He was wiry and muscular, with a crop of unruly red hair, and was wearing green and black instead of the assassins’ typical gray.

“Sorry,” Ileni said. Her voice emerged high and scratchy. “I ... thought you were someone else.”

She didn’t check to see if anyone believed her; she knew for certain that Karyn wouldn’t. She kept her eyes on the assassin, to find out if she was going to die for her mistake.

A moment of silence. Two. The killer’s pale blue eyes stared into hers. Then he let go of her wrist and stepped back, and she couldn’t help a sigh of relief that sounded long and loud in the small room.

“I think,” he said, “you know exactly who I am.”

Ileni’s mouth was too dry for speech, even if she had been able to think of something to say.

“Arxis?” the other boy said.

The assassin glanced at him sideways. “I traveled with a band of traders, for a while. One of our ventures into the mountains took us to Ileni’s village, and she and I ... well. Apparently, she thought it was more than it was.”

“We did not—” Ileni began hotly, and stopped. The glint in his eyes was no longer amused. She recognized that coldness.

She could almost feel the dagger on her throat.

“I did not think it was more than that,” she said finally. Her face burned, but she went on. “It was more than that. You told me it was.”

“Oh, Arxis,” the other boy said. “You need to rein in that silver tongue of yours.”

“What I need,” Arxis said, “is to stay away from gullible, romantic village girls.” He swooped down, picked up her dagger, and held it out to her. “You might need this, in case you come across someone who’s actually dangerous.”

Ileni had to bite the inside of her mouth to keep silent. She took the dagger, wishing her hand wasn’t shaking.

“Enough,” Karyn snapped. Arxis glowered at Ileni convincingly. Ileni glared back. She didn’t have to try to be convincing, because she meant it.

Karyn sighed. “Evin, congratulations on being in the wrong place at the wrong time. She’s your responsibility now.”

Ileni glanced at the second young man. His eyes were wide, his hair a mass of brown tufts fanning out around his head. He ran his fingers through his hair, leaving it exactly as disheveled as before.

“I do have a talent for that,” he said, as calmly as if there hadn’t been a dagger drawn just a minute ago. “Being in the wrong place at the wrong time, I mean. Though yesterday I was in the wrong place at the right time, and that didn’t go much better.”

Everyone ignored him. Ileni kept her eyes on Arxis, on his remorseless face and coiled body. She had seen, a dozen times over, how fast assassins could strike. Sorin had taught her some basic defense moves, but they had only worked because he had held back. If Arxis decided to kill her, she was dead.

And if he knew she had killed his master, nothing would stop him from killing her.

Finally, Arxis took another step back. Ileni’s shoulders relaxed, even though she knew he could easily kill her from all the way across the room. She forced herself to sheath her dagger.

“Interesting,” Karyn said. It wasn’t clear who she was talking to. “Evin, why don’t you show Ileni to the testing arena. I will meet you there.”

Ileni opened her mouth, then closed it. Karyn knew perfectly well that Ileni had no magic left. Ileni had grown up more powerful than any of her people, but when her power had begun to ebb, she had been sent to the assassins to serve as their tutor for the rest of her life. From future leader to useless sacrifice over the course of a few months.

If Karyn thought she had something to gain by demonstrating Ileni’s powerlessness during a “test,” she was making a mistake. Ileni was quite resistant to humiliation by now.

“I’m looking forward to it,” she said.

“Good.” Karyn seemed sincere, which puzzled Ileni.

“This way,” her new guide said, and waited for her to start walking before he led her out the door and into the Imperial Academy of Sorcery.


CHAPTER

3

Having a solid wall between her and the assassin was a huge relief. Ileni tried to put Arxis out of her mind as she followed Evin through winding passageways. These corridors were narrower and prettier than the ones in the Assassins’ Caves, better lit by glowstones that lined the walls in decorative, fanciful patterns. The air was filled with a faint flowery scent that struck Ileni as unpleasantly artificial, a peculiar contrast to the hulking, solid stone that surrounded them.

Magic.

And that was the key. The Empire was vast and powerful, but it depended on magic for everything from transportation to communication—and, most importantly, to win its wars, quash its rebellions, and defend itself against the relentless strikes of the assassins. Without magic, there was no way it could keep control over its vast territories. If she could take that magic away—or even cripple it—that would be the beginning of the end of the Empire.

“So,” Evin said, as they trotted down a few shallow steps, “looks like things are going to get a little more interesting around here. Where did you say you were from?”

Ileni took a deep breath. Might as well get it over with. “I’m a Renegai.”

Evin nodded politely. “Oh, really? From the Kerosian Grasslands?”

There were other Renegai? Did the Elders know? “No. From the Kierran Mountains.”

“Oh, right! The separatists in the grasslands call themselves the Singers. My apologies.” His voice was higher than she was used to hearing from men, and she realized that what she had thought was Karyn’s high-pitched voice was actually the way people spoke here.

They reached a fork in the passageway, and Evin took the corridor on the left. He was tall and lanky, and walked with a loping, casual stride. It looked awkward to her, compared to the focused grace she was used to from the assassins. From Sorin.

His voice, too, was nonchalant. “What happened back there, with you and Arxis?”

He didn’t sound condescending, but he did sound amused. Gullible, romantic village girls, Arxis had said. Ileni bristled. “It’s not what he said. It was a misunderstanding.”

“Do you always solve your misunderstandings with knives?”

“I find it saves time.”

He looked at her sideways and grinned. “I’d better be careful what I say around you, then.”

“I would advise it.”

Evin’s eyebrows rose. Ileni knew she sounded unfriendly, but that was all right. He was an imperial sorcerer. She had grown up hating him, even if he had grown up not knowing who her people were. “How long has he been here?”

“Arxis? Not long,” Evin said.

“What does he—” she began, but then they turned a corner and, all at once, weren’t underground anymore.

They never had been.

They were standing on a ledge on the side of a mountain. Below the ledge—very, very far below—a mass of tiny treetops swept downhill in a cascade of blurry green. Above, the sky unfurled, brilliantly blue. The rocks stretched up behind her, steep and craggy, with a hardy bush clinging to a crack in the cliff face above her.

“What is this?” she breathed.

“The way to the testing arena, of course.” Evin was already walking along the ledge—which, Ileni realized, was actually a path that hugged the side of the mountain. His feet practically touched the edge of the ledge, but he seemed not to notice the precipitous drop. “The Academy spans a couple of mountain peaks. You can see why it’s the ideal location for magic-users.”

Ileni didn’t see that at all. But she nodded. “Right. Of course.”

Evin continued down the path, clearly expecting her to follow. Ileni wanted nothing more than to shrink back into the darkness of the cave, far from the vast space below. She couldn’t make her feet move forward.

We know how to overcome fear, Sorin had told her once. She could imagine his scorn. He might have been afraid, if he was here, but he would never let fear stop him.

She set her jaw and took one step out, then another. The ledge was solid white stone, but terribly narrow. She put one hand flat on the pitted rock of the mountainside and inched forward. She kept her eyes focused straight ahead and did not—did not—look down.

Evin glanced back. His surprise was a prickle of heat against her skin, but she couldn’t force herself to move faster. Once, she would have been as fearless as he was, but now she didn’t have the safeguard of magic. One misstep and she would fall, shattered to pieces far below.

Her life was full of fears like that now, reminders of small safeties she no longer had.

By the time she caught up to Evin, her entire body was shaking, little tremors that made her legs weak and her hands unsteady. Evin waited for her at an archway that led back inside the mountain. The opening, where light shaded into darkness, was such a welcome sight that Ileni stopped caring how pathetic she looked. She lunged past Evin into the dimness, pressed her back against the rock, and took several deep breaths.

“Fear of heights?” Evin said sympathetically. His face was open and earnest, his mouth twisted slightly, but with empathy rather than mockery—another difference from the caves. “I’ve seen it before. It will pass.”

Ileni wanted to say something nonchalant, but she couldn’t stop trembling. She closed her eyes and tried to think of something calming. It had been a long time since anything in her life could be described as calming, but she reached all the way back, to before Karyn had grabbed her, before she had been sent to the Assassins’ Caves, before the Elders had told her she was losing her magic. She remembered sitting with Tellis in one of the Renegai practice rooms, back to back, focusing on the rhythms of a relaxation spell.

She had let her discipline go in the caves, hadn’t bothered with the mental exercises designed to hone magic she no longer had. Now they came slowly and jerkily, and she forced them gracelessly through her mind. Eventually the rhythms came back to her, halting but effective, and her breath fell into the pattern. No magic accompanied the rhythm, of course, a lack that scraped sharply and painfully against her concentration. But slowly, steadily, her muscles relaxed.

She wasn’t sure how long it took. When she opened her eyes, her hands were steady, and Evin was leaning on the opposite wall watching her. There was no hint of impatience in his stance, which probably meant he was very good at hiding it.

“Thank you for waiting,” Ileni said. “I’m ready to continue now.”

“Of course,” Evin replied, his voice as neutral as hers. His brown eyes were calm and steady, shaded by long dark lashes. “It wouldn’t be fair to test you when you were shaken up. The testing arena is this way.”

He led her deeper into the passageway and through a doorway to the left. Keeping her newfound calm wrapped tightly around herself, Ileni followed.

When she entered the testing arena, recognition ran through her with a chill sense of inevitability. It was smaller than the training room in the Assassins’ Caves, and the weapons lined up near one wall were fewer in number and far less exotic in type. But otherwise it was the same: round, cavernous, and sparse, lit by glowstones that covered the walls and the high arched ceiling. There were no stalactites here, though. The ceiling was a smooth, polished curve stretching from wall to wall.

“All right,” Evin said, and she forced her feet to move. In the center of the chamber was a simple raised rock, the perfect height for sitting. Evin stopped next to it and faced her.

Whatever expression was on her face, it made his brow furrow. But all he said was, “Do you want to get in some practice before Karyn gets here? We can start with something simple, like ... can you call up fire?”

Ileni had called fire dozens of times a day, once. Nothing would explain a sudden fit of crying, so she pushed down the stab of loss and said, “That’s all right. I’ll wait for Karyn.”

“Are you sure? It’s not as if I have anything important to do right now.”

“Then go do something unimportant,” she snapped.

“Well. I do have a lot of that to do,” he said. “All right, then. Good luck.”

“I won’t need it.” Which was untrue as well as obnoxious. Calm down, Ileni.

Evin looked over his shoulder. “I wasn’t talking to you.”

Ileni whirled. Karyn was leaning against the far wall of the cavern, watching them, the light of the glowstones turning the edges of her hair silver.

Ileni turned again, just in time to see Evin saunter out the door.

“This should be interesting,” Karyn said. “Are you ready to begin?”

Are you ready to begin? the Elder had said. His voice was kind, and that was the worst part. In Ileni’s other testings—the ones where she had been expected to excel, where failure merely meant she had to push herself harder—the Elders had never been kind. They had been harsh and pitiless.

They had not been kind until they started expecting her to fail.

Karyn stood with her feet braced far apart, fingers lightly curled. There was nothing kind in her face. Clearly, the sorceress was looking forward to this.

I could refuse. But then what? Ileni was here on Karyn’s sufferance. And she had to stay here, to discover the truth about the Empire. She needed that truth before she could make her choice.

She had grown up believing that destroying the Empire was her life’s goal, the hope of every Renegai. But too many of her childhood beliefs had been shattered in the Assassins’ Caves. She needed to see for herself. And if she wanted the chance to do that, she had to go along with Karyn’s cruel little game.

Ileni bit her lip. She walked to the raised rock and sat on it.

The rock, it was immediately obvious, was not intended for sitting. It was curved upward and extraordinarily uncomfortable. But Karyn was watching, so Ileni remained seated, trying to appear at ease.

Karyn’s lips twitched, but all she said was, “Should we start with basic sparring?”

Ileni wondered again why Karyn hadn’t killed her already. Maybe the sorceress just wanted to play with her first.

“No? Something simpler, then.” Karyn raised her hand, fist closed, then slowly opened it. A glowing orb hovered in front of her palm, intensely white. Karyn flicked her fingers, and the orb shot through the air.

Ileni had just enough time to block her face. The orb splattered against her bare forearm and vanished. Burning pain tore into Ileni’s skin, and she bit down on a scream.

Karyn blinked at her. “What was that?”

Before Ileni could think up an answer, Karyn sent another orb flying at her.

This one was aimed at her shoulder. Ileni managed to avoid it by twisting to the side, but at the cost of her balance. She slid off the rock, flailed, and landed hard on the ground.

Grunting, she got to her feet just in time for the next orb to hit her cheek. This time she did scream, tears stinging her eyes.

None of them had been large or hot enough to seriously injure her. The point of this was not to test Ileni. It was to humiliate her.

Adding an entry to the Reasons to kill them all list in her head, Ileni dodged the next orb. It flew clear across the cavern and hit the wall, where it exploded harmlessly, a shower of white sparks against the gray rock.

“Oh, come on,” Karyn snapped. “You bedded an assassin, and you’re still stuck on these stupid scruples?”

Ileni had a swift recollection of Karyn’s face bulging, her feet kicking helplessly against white stone, while Sorin’s hands tightened inexorably around her neck. Sorin had almost killed Karyn, back in the caves, when he had discovered that she was from the Empire.

It was really Sorin who Karyn wanted to hurt and humiliate. But Sorin wasn’t here, and Ileni was.

How would Sorin handle this? Ileni couldn’t imagine him ever getting into a situation where he was so helpless.

She had to throw herself to the ground to avoid the next orb. It whizzed so close over her head that her hair sizzled.

“I’ll keep throwing them,” Karyn warned, “until—”

“Until what?” Ileni shouted. But another white light spun toward her, too fast to avoid, and she gave in. She knew what Karyn wanted to see: the terrible truth, the ultimate humiliation. She wanted Ileni to try and fail.

Ileni couldn’t help it. As the white ball whizzed toward her, she called instinctively upon the powers that were lost to her, reaching inside herself for magic.

And found it.

The white orb stopped an inch from her face. Ileni was still cringing away when she realized that her block had worked. She had stopped the orb without touching it. Something so easy, something she had been sure she would never do again.

Time froze. The orb whirled impotently in the air, its brightness blinding her.

Stupid scruples, Karyn had said, and suddenly Ileni understood. It wasn’t her magic.

Stolen magic. There must be lodestones in the walls around her, magic ripped from murdered souls, their life energies trapped in stone and collected by the Academy. Black magic. Not hers.

But it felt like hers.

Ileni swirled the orb, once, then flung it back at Karyn.

Karyn’s eyes widened. She lifted her arms and soared into the air, graceful as a bird, landing lightly on the ground after the orb had passed below her. She jerked her arms together, crossing them over her chest. When she spread them apart, there were a dozen orbs hovering in front of her, so hot they shot off tiny sputtering sparks.

She smiled, a thin unpleasant smile, and the fiery balls spread apart and sped toward Ileni.

There was no way Ileni could dodge, no way she could duck—there were too many of them, taking up too much space, coming too fast. She had no choice. She drew in more power, a rush of magic that went straight through her skin.

Ileni shot upward, and the barrage of glowing balls streamed harmlessly beneath her. As they hurled toward the far wall, she twisted in midair and stopped them with a silent, magic-fueled shout.

Then, with a whisper, she extinguished the fire in the orbs, leaving a dozen
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