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Epigraph

To the loudmouthed, the barefooted, the unafraid:

“We couldn’t keep the brothels, but we get to keep the pain.”

—Lydia W., September2025
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Chapter One

Unyielding. In control. That was how he’d always lived, how he’d always fought. Among the ranks of the Shadowforged Legion, no one kept a more level head in the thick of combat—attacks dealt out with cool precision, strategy ringing behind each powerful strike.

Then she’d come to him, and he’d changed and unraveled, and now there was a part of him that could only look on through his father’s eyes as one assassin fell and he turned wildly to the next, fighting like a madman, red-faced and reckless. All attempts to calm down—every tendency he might have had to calculate—had vanished long ago. Drowned out by the raw, clamoring instinct to kill all those who threatened to harm his wife.

Broken glass stretched across the ballroom’s marble floor in moonlit rivulets, interspersed with overturned furniture, fallen draperies, and crushed rose petals. The glittering trail wound from one dead body to the next, connecting them as though they were limp stars in some grisly, earthbound constellation.

A few of the corpses wore elegant robes, their sightless eyes staring out from ornate jewel-encrusted masks. Some were clad in the armor of Iantas’s soldiers. The rest wore the roughshod helms and leather tunics of the horde of assassins that had descended upon the castle, interrupting the revelries held to celebrate the Night Emperor and the Nenavarene Lachis’ka’s triumph over the Moonless Dark. A fete of the highest order, meant to honor life snatched back from the World-Eater’s jaws . . . now in shambles, gone to rot.

In the midst of all this devastation, a war scythe—forged with swirls of shadow magic gathered from the silver currents of aetherspace—sang in its wielder’s hands, crackling and guttural. The crescent-shaped blade sliced through the air in a lethal arc, and the last assassin collapsed with a scream, joining his hapless comrades in the still sea of glass and roses at Alaric Ossinast’s feet.

But Alaric didn’t realize he was the last. Normally, he would have taken time to assess the battlefield for any opponent left standing; tonight, however, he was reduced to his most primitive urges. He lashed out at the next flicker of movement, his war scythe transmuting into a throwing knife, which he hurled in the direction of the black-clad figure approaching him.

“Damn it, Your Majesty!”

Sevraim’s irate cry pierced through the haze of Alaric’s bloodlust. The legionnaire held out an arm, an inky shield materializing in his grasp. The throwing knife sank into it instead of colliding with his throat, then both shield and weapon vanished.

Alaric didn’t bother to apologize. His gaze was already scanning the ballroom for Talasyn. The only thing on his mind was that he had to usher her somewhere safe and secure as quickly as possible.

He saw a small contingent of castle soldiers taking solemn inventory of the dead. He saw members of Talasyn’s royal guard, who had fought by his side, slowly sheathing their weapons, looking around with alarm as they came to the same realization he had.

Talasyn was . . . nowhere in sight.

No.

The fracture began in the pit of Alaric’s stomach. It rose into his chest and flowed everywhere else, pushed through his veins by the stuttering beats of his heart, growing wider and more searing until his whole being was numb. Cracked in half, the only hope of repair hinging on the moment that a girl in green and gold, with eyes like fire, would emerge from out of the darkness.

That moment never came.

She’s not here.

Alaric refused to believe what his eyes were telling him. He exploded into movement, prowling every inch of the vast chamber, kicking aside piles of debris. It was fear, icy and harrowing, that prevented him from inspecting the bodies on the floor too closely. But surely she couldn’t be among their number. She’d been holding her own more than well enough the last time he saw her, the Lightweave blazing strong and true as she cut down her foes.

He should never have looked away from her. Not for one second.

He should have chained himself to her side, whether she liked it or not.

The possibility that Talasyn might never again get to disapprove of anything he did was too upsetting to contemplate. Alaric kept searching, fully aware that, to everyone else, he must have seemed an idiot who expected his wife to pop out from behind one of the capsized tables at any second. He stopped only when the sound of new footsteps sent wild hope reeling through his heart, and he turned to face the ballroom doors with a tightness in his throat, with a desperation to believe—

“By the ancestors, I’ve still got it!” Elagbi strode in, beaming, fresh off the triumph of commandeering an airship and singlehandedly destroying whatever device had been placed on the balcony that magnified the reach of the sarimans’ nullification field. “Helmsmen these days can stand to learn a thing or two from this old . . .”

He trailed off, registering the absence of his daughter. The Lachis-dalo gathered around the Dominion prince, conferring with him in low, urgent tones, and soon he let out an anguished cry that echoed through the ballroom.

Alaric was barely aware of any of them, of all these people who were not Talasyn. There was a haze settling over his mind, a war between futile anger and vehement disbelief. It blotted out all else, so much so that he hadn’t noticed that Nalam Gao, the kaptan of Talasyn’s royal guard, had broken away from the huddle until she was right in front of him.

“Emperor Alaric—”

“Where is she?” he roared.

Gao’s square jaw clenched. “I’ve ordered search parties to be dispatched at once. We’ll cover the castle, the grounds, the whole island. We’ll question everyone. In the meantime, you need a healer to see to your wound.”

“What I need”—every syllable trembled with rage, the dread beast inside him howling—“is to find my wife!”

Sevraim hurried over. “I’ll handle this,” he told Gao quietly.

The kaptan was only too glad to make herself scarce. Alaric made to follow. He wanted to stop her—wanted to demand that she answer to him for losing track of the Lachis’ka she was sworn to protect—but he was forced to a halt by Sevraim blocking his way, tilting his head in a show of unabashed concern.

“You’re shouting,” said the legionnaire. “You never shout.” Alaric glared at him, and Sevraim quickly added, “You’re bleeding, too.”

Alaric looked down. Midway through the right side of the formal tunic that the tailor Belrok had so painstakingly embroidered was a jagged vertical gash, weeping blood over green silk and golden threads. Only then did he register the stinging sensation over his ribs. Only then did he recall Gao mentioning something about a wound moments ago.

“It doesn’t matter,” Alaric said brusquely. It wasn’t as though his guts were leaking out of him. “We’re joining the search.”

“After a healer patches you up,” Sevraim insisted, blocking his path again when Alaric tried to step forward.

Alaric’s eyes flashed silver, his magic rising to the surface. “If you don’t stand aside, Sevraim, I will go through you.”

An aristocratic hand dropped firmly on his shoulder. Alaric whirled away from Sevraim, his virulent glare transferring to his father-in-law.

A trimly built man in his late forties, Prince Elagbi had always been the picture of bucolic frivolity and good health, navigating life with a keen interest in its finer pleasures and none whatsoever in its grittier side. Tonight, however, he appeared to have aged decades in the minutes since he learned his only child was missing, deep lines at the corners of his mouth, furrows in his brow, and a haunted look in his dark eyes. There was a frail, almost translucent quality to his stooped frame—that of a birch that had withstood one too many monsoons.

Nevertheless, his grip on Alaric’s shoulder was strong. Grounding.

“You’ll be of no use to my daughter if the wound suppurates,” he said gruffly. “We will find her. But you must calm down.” When Alaric’s temper showed no sign of ebbing, the prince continued in a softer tone. “Please, Your Majesty. For Talasyn. Think of how cross she’ll be if you make a mistake because you’re not thinking clearly. Or if you die from that measly cut.”

“I’m not afraid to make her angry,” Alaric snapped.

Elagbi’s lips gave a rueful twitch. “Don’t I know it. To the healer with you now, there’s a good lad. We’ll leave the situation in Kaptan Gao’s capable hands until you’ve been cleared to take over.”

Even amidst the black rage that had gripped him, Alaric had to concede that Elagbi made a frustrating sort of sense. Perhaps he hadn’t gone completely stark raving mad. It was a small consolation. As he followed his father-in-law out of the ballroom, Alaric savagely reflected that, if anything, Talasyn should be afraid of him. By the gods, he was going to wring her neck for putting him through this.

After he’d wrung the necks of everyone who had allowed it to happen.

Half an hour later, Alaric was sitting shirtless on the edge of an infirmary bed with bandages wrapped around his midsection. His rage hadn’t cooled in the slightest. But now it had become tinged with despair.

The first progress report had just come in, courtesy of Sevraim, who’d delivered Alaric’s armor along with the bad news. The castle had been searched thoroughly from top to bottom. Wherever Talasyn was, she wasn’t here.

It would have been better—not by much, but marginally, at least—had there been no audience to witness the way Alaric’s heart shattered at Sevraim’s words. Unfortunately, the infirmary was full. Talasyn’s lady-in-waiting, Jie, and Niamha, the Daya of Catanduc, who had once upon a time delivered the offer of marriage with the Nenavarene heir to Alaric, were on the beds nearby, covered in bruises and scrapes. Several other nobles were having their wounds stitched or their bones reset in the aftermath of the panicked stampede. But the majority of the beds were occupied by Iantas’s soldiers, whose injuries were far more grievous, most of whom were wracked by the effects of the poison that had lain the castle’s defenses low; some were no longer moving and had white sheets draped fully over their forms, signifying that they’d already gone to seek the shade of Adapa the Harvester’s willow groves.

No, not the willows, Alaric corrected himself distantly. The Nenavarene had no gods; they believed that when they died their souls went heavenward to the ships of their ancestors, who sailed the Sky Above the Sky.

In the mood that he was in, he didn’t care about any of the soldiers, poisoned or riding phantom vessels or otherwise. Perhaps that made him the bastard that Talasyn was forever accusing him of being, but, as far as he was concerned, they’d all failed in their duty to keep his wife safe.

He had failed.

He would have given anything for Talasyn to walk through the door right that moment and accuse him of being all manner of things.

Sevraim had fallen silent, his gaze trained on the right side of Alaric’s face. Alaric had discarded his costume mask during the battle, and here in the ward he’d scrubbed off the glittering pigments that Belrok had forced on him. It was Sevraim’s first time seeing the unadulterated scar that the World-Eater’s breath had left on Alaric’s skin, the smokelike black pattern that fanned from his temple to his cheek.

But Sevraim knew better than to comment on it. “Ileis is missing, too,” he said.

Alaric was so busy thinking about Talasyn that his mind refused to make sense of the words. “What?”

“Ileis,” Sevraim repeated patiently. “Legionnaire? About this tall?” He leveled his hand to his neck. “Dark hair, brown eyes, indiscriminately murderous?” Clearly sensing that Alaric was about to punch him, he adopted a more somber expression. “We were recalling the crew to your ship when the fighting began.” How absurd it seemed to Alaric that he’d been about to set sail for the Continent seconds before the attack. How could this waking nightmare have begun with something so routine? “I headed to the ballroom to assist, while Ileis said she’d nip out back in case more hostiles approached the castle from the south. I searched the grounds myself just now. There were no signs of a struggle, but . . . there was no sign of Ileis, either.”

“She’ll turn up,” Alaric stated flatly. The alternative was unthinkable. “Even if she was overpowered—even if there were sariman cages involved as well—if anyone knows how to survive, it’s Ileis.”

“I think the same goes for the Lightweaver,” Sevraim ventured. “She’ll be all right, too, Your Majesty.”

A grave undercurrent passed between the two men. Alaric had the horribly disquieting sensation that Sevraim had finally understood something he himself wasn’t ready to confront. And not just Sevraim—across the room, Jie and Niamha were staring at Alaric like they’d never seen him before. As a matter of fact, they’d been staring at him like that from the moment he barged into the infirmary and furiously ordered the healer to be quick about her business so he could lead the search for Talasyn.

The healer had finished dressing his wound right before Sevraim arrived. There was no more time to waste. Alaric shot to his feet, grunting a little at the pain that lanced down his tender side, and Sevraim closed the curtains around the bed to afford him some privacy while he changed.

As Alaric pulled on his armor from the trunk that Sevraim had lugged downstairs, the sounds of the infirmary enveloped him. The clinking of metal implements, the rustling of sheets. The murmured conversations in Nenavarene between the healers and their patients, the occasional shouted curse—sometimes in a haughty tone, other times in a soldier’s coarser accent. Noble or commoner, everyone’s flesh sliced open the same, he thought sardonically. Everyone had been caught unaware by this attack. And once Alaric found out who was behind it, the skies were going to rain blood. He would summon his stormship from the harbor at Sedek-We, and his lightning cannons would incinerate all those who’d dared take his wife from him. And his shadow magic would shred what was left of them.

Alaric had just donned his mask when he heard the door swing open and several people bustle into the ward, talking all at once. Above the fray rose Niamha’s name, uttered by a voice that was all too familiar.

Rage careened through him anew, fueled by a potent dose of suspicion. He shoved the curtains aside and charged at Surakwel Mantes, the Dominion noble who had been against the treaty between Kesath and Nenavar from the very start. Who had conveniently disappeared from the masquerade before the attack began.

Surakwel was inspecting Niamha as she sat propped up against pillows, his fingers gently worrying the skin around a bruise on her upper arm. He spoke to her with an evident note of strain, his walnut-brown eyes hooded. Then those eyes slid away from her and went round at the sight of the Night Emperor bearing down upon him in full battle regalia.

Niamha sprang out of bed. “Your Majesty, I know what you’re thinking, but there is no possible way that Lord Surakwel could have had a hand in this.” It was the most earnest that the canny and sophisticated Daya Langsoune of Catanduc had ever sounded, the remnants of a formerly sleek updo hanging around her fine-boned face in scraggly jet-black strands. Surakwel shoved her behind him with a muffled curse, but she continued imploring Alaric over his shoulder. “He may have radical views, but he would never commit treason. He would never do anything to harm the Lachis’ka or her family.”

“Unless they support an alliance he detests,” Alaric spat, “so much so that he tried to kill me five months ago.”

Surakwel bristled as though prepared to match blow for blow, but Niamha clutched his arm. “Fine, then,” she told Alaric. “He would never do anything to harm me. I swear it. By my mother’s hanging heart.”

Her utter certainty was enough to give anyone pause, as was the way Surakwel remained protectively in front of her, shielding her from Alaric’s wrath.

In Alaric’s opinion, the esteemed Daya Langsoune could do so much better than Surakwel Mantes. It was an opinion that solidified when the young lord glowered at him.

“I left the masquerade early because you clearly did not want me there,” said Surakwel, each syllable clipped and sharp. “On my way home, I stopped by a tavern in Vasiyas, and I was still there when a few rather distressed nobles in costume arrived, clamoring for drinks to settle their nerves because some kind of furor had broken out at Iantas. I didn’t even know that the Lachis’ka was missing until my ship made landfall here a few minutes ago. And now, if His Majesty sees fit to cease with the posturing, I believe that Kaptan Gao has something to tell you.”

With a tense jerk of his head, Surakwel indicated Gao, who, along with Prince Elagbi, had entered the infirmary with him and was watching the exchange with horrified fascination.

“What is it?” Alaric barked.

Gao’s lips pursed. The Nenavarene were little used to high-handed men making demands. “Your shallop’s crew alerted us just now, Emperor Alaric. They received a string of coordinates on the aetherwave—from Mistress Ileis’s coracle, pointing to the Silklands. There was no accompanying message.”

There didn’t need to be. Alaric knew how Ileis worked—quickly and efficiently. She wasn’t one to suffer fools. He met Sevraim’s gaze, the blood in his veins already thrumming with vengeful anticipation. “She followed whoever took Talasyn.”

Sevraim nodded, his eyes gleaming.

“The Silklands,” Niamha repeated. “That’s Rajan Wempuq’s domain.”

“Wempuq is dead,” Alaric said curtly. “The assassins shot him.”

Elagbi flinched. Alaric realized too late that he should have broken the dismal news more gently, on account of Wempuq having been one of the prince’s close friends. To his credit, though, Elagbi bowed his head in sorrow for only a moment, then returned to the crisis at hand with grim determination.

“In that case,” he said, “control of the Silklands has now passed to his daughter, Oryal.”

“Oh!” Jie squeaked from her infirmary bed. Everyone turned to look at her, and the lady-in-waiting’s cheeks flushed as scarlet as the cut on her bottom lip. “I completely forgot. Daya Langsoune and I were separated from Lady Oryal when we fled the ballroom, but I saw her run to where the fighting was. To—to where the Lachis’ka was.”

Surakwel frowned. “If Lady Oryal is behind Her Grace’s disappearance, how could she have overpowered a Lightweaver? Perhaps she had another sariman cage . . . Wait!” he called as he noticed Alaric already heading for the door, Sevraim on his heels. “We have to be strategic about this. The Silklands are on the island of Irrawad, whose nobles are no great friends of the crown—”

“Then meet me there when you’re done strategizing,” Alaric bit out. He paused in his stride to glance at the infirmary’s other occupants—the soldiers and the masquerade guests captive in their beds, entranced by the scene, being tended to by healers who were desperately trying not to gawk as well—and then at Gao. “We don’t know who Oryal is in league with. No one leaves this ward until the Night Empress has been found.”

Talasyn would balk at being referred to as such, but the Dominion needed the reminder that Kesath had a vested interest in Alunsina Ivralis’s welfare. Should their ruler’s consort be harmed in any way within Nenavarene borders, the Night Empire would strike back tenfold.

As far as veiled threats went, it was effective. Gao paled slightly. “Understood,” she said. “Most of Iantas’s soldiers are indisposed, but some of the royal guard will remain here with the strictest instructions to let no one out of their sight. The rest, including myself, will accompany His Majesty to Irrawad. I shall call for reinforcements from the Roof of Heaven along the way, if the Zahiya-lachis permits it.”

Niamha cleared her throat. “I do not believe that the Zahiya-lachis will permit it,” she said delicately. “Sending troops to the Silklands, on the basis of a string of coordinates—the lords and ladies of Irrawad will view it as an act of aggression, and we’ll have another civil war on our hands. We should ask Queen Urduja what is to be done . . .”

She trailed off as Alaric stormed out of the room.

Through the thick haze of his dark fury, Alaric was vaguely aware of people scurrying after him down Iantas’s granite halls. He didn’t spare an ounce of attention for any of them; he just wanted to be with Talasyn. Now, now. The distance to the grid where the airships were seemed interminable, and putting one foot in front of the other a laborious task with no end in sight. Hold on, his every thought screamed in a futile attempt to be heard by her. Hold on until I get there.

“You must stop him,” Niamha was begging someone at an urgent pitch. “His Majesty has no jurisdiction in Nenavar. He shouldn’t do anything until Queen Urduja has been informed. She will send envoys to the Silklands, and this can be resolved diplomatically—”

“My lady,” came Sevraim’s reply, his pleasant tone laced with myriad sharp edges, “I have been biting my tongue since the first day of those marriage negotiations because I was ordered to play nice, but I confess that I’m rather sick of all this politicking.” Alaric let out a mirthless scoff but didn’t turn around. “If the Night Emperor ends up being unable to save his wife because you wished to discuss it in committee first, I might as well make sure I’m halfway to the edge of Lir by then. Because something tells me that”—Alaric wrenched the castle’s front doors open, washing Sevraim’s next words in oceanic breezes and starlight—“if Alunsina Ivralis dies today, the Nenavar Dominion will burn. And there will be no survivors.”
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Chapter Two

Talasyn faded in and out, her consciousness lapping at the shores of some abstract reality before receding again, the way the azure tide of the Eversea ebbed and flowed against the sands of Iantas, which she had come to call home. There were snatches of things occasionally rising from the gloom—the whine of an airship’s aether hearts, a throb of pain in her skull, the glow of embers, a rough jostling at her wrists, the edge of a damask curtain—but these were quick to slip out of reach even as she tried to hold on.

She dreamt. Or . . . it felt like a dream. She was soaring over miles upon miles of jungle the way Iyaram had soared over the world on Bakun’s white coils. The trees shone so brightly that, at first, she thought they were spun from gold, but it turned out they were soaked in the radiance of the Light Severs. Dozens of them, discharging all at once, blazing pillars holding up a pastel sky.

Then she was in a cavernous longhouse, warmed by cooking fires and bodies moving to and fro. The figures did not appear to realize that she was there and their faces were blurred, as though she were seeing them—was separated from them—by walls of translucent glass. Sunrise sifted through the gaps of the rattan-vine ceiling in waxen rose-gold columns, like countless slender, indoor imitations of the Lightweave’s nexus points. Talasyn stepped into one of them, her heart in her throat, yearning for something. Yearning, perhaps, for the dawn to pour into her and make her whole again.

One of the figures walked directly in front of Talasyn and then stopped. Looked straight at her. The glass seemed to thin at that moment and Talasyn could make out a stocky frame, long chestnut hair, and startlingly alert brown eyes that burned with the unbridled power of the Lightweave. Her pulse sped up with a strange familiarity, as though she were hearing a once-beloved song she had forgotten the words to.

The figure shook her head and muttered to herself in a language that sounded like a rhythmic galloping, like the pace of horse’s hooves. Talasyn caught only one word. One name.

“Hanan.”

The dream—or the vision, or whatever it was—shattered before Talasyn could respond. The longhouse and the fires and the figures fell away, and she was somewhere that was dark and crackling and in between, a place that was also starting to erode, also starting to crack at the seams.

Then there was the dull thud of wood on wood and the rattling of porcelain, and Talasyn was rudely jolted back into the real world, her heavy eyelids blearily dragging upward.

She was in a hunting lodge—a spacious one-room affair with a roaring fireplace, the mahogany floor polished to a brilliant sheen, the walls plastered with stag heads on plaques and mounted spears. Judging from the silver mists gathered against the windows, she was in the mountains. And judging from the deep red foliage peeking through the aforementioned mists, like splotches of fire even in the half-light of not-quite morning, she was in the Silklands.

You and your consort must visit the Silklands, Lachis’ka. The fire trees are currently showing their monsoon colors. It would be my honor to host you.

Talasyn’s gaze fell on the woman who had so sweetly extended the invitation in a garden of hibiscus blooms, not that long ago. The same woman who had knocked her out after the masquerade battle, who had taken away her magic with some kind of serum.

Oryal. Cool-eyed and umber-haired, sitting decorously on the floor in front of Talasyn as she bustled over a tea tray—the source of the clamor that had woken Talasyn up.

But she wasn’t simply Lady Oryal anymore. Her father was dead, and she had inherited the Silklands. Talasyn wracked her sluggish brain for the name of Oryal’s mother’s house. It seemed important, somehow, to convey that she knew Dominion etiquette as well as anyone else. That she knew the rules of the game.

“Daya Ferasai.” The title came out weak and strangled, Talasyn’s vocal cords still straining from the temporary paralysis that her entire body had been subjected to.

“Just so,” Oryal murmured as she poured herself a cup of pale, fragrant lotus tea. She was still clad in her rose-pink masquerade dress, but she had washed the melted pigments and the tear tracks from her face.

It was difficult to breathe. The serum and the lightning had left a leaden effect. Talasyn’s arms ached and she couldn’t move them much; glancing down at herself, she saw her wrists were thrust behind her, abaca ropes tying them tightly around a bedpost. As for the emptiness inside her—the yawning pit where the Lightweave had once been—it was beyond description, almost beyond endurance. She had lost an integral part of her soul.

But she’d be damned if she wasn’t going to find out why.

Memories of the battle and its aftermath came rushing back to her. Oryal weeping over Wempuq’s lifeless body . . . the strange white flash in her eyes when they’d met Talasyn’s . . . Oryal disappearing into the antechamber, Talasyn going after her, pausing briefly for one last look at Alaric . . .

No. She couldn’t think about her husband now. She needed all her focus in order to get out of this mess. After she escaped, then she’d think about him. Find her way back to him.

For now, she concentrated on what had happened after she followed Oryal into the remote corridor. The revelation that had left her speechless, that had robbed her of all defenses.

At least my grandmother didn’t kill my mother.

An enormous shock had reeled through her then. An actual shock, the lightning from Oryal’s fingertips pressing into her spine. Followed by the needle, then the darkness.

“You’re an aethermancer,” Talasyn said dully.

“The first Thunderstruck born to the Dominion in thousands of years,” Oryal confirmed. “That I am aware of, anyway. I certainly haven’t gone around asking. Both my parents carried this secret to their graves.”

Talasyn understood. She wasn’t particularly well-disposed toward Daya Ferasai at the moment, but she understood. The Nenavarene viewed all forms of aethermancy other than Enchantment with a healthy dose of suspicion. Had it been known that Oryal was Thunderstruck, she would never have been let anywhere near the Zahiya-lachis—or any other self-preserving Dominion noble—without a sariman cage. She would have been a social outcast, or worse: Urduja might have sent her into exile. Perhaps her entire house as well, for the ability to channel aetherspace ran in the blood.

“That’s why I embroiled myself in this,” Oryal continued. “For me to live as freely as I ought to, Urduja must be . . . dealt with.”

“If you expect her to keel over when she finds out I’m missing,” Talasyn snapped, “I hate to be the bearer of disappointing news, but she doesn’t even like me all that much.”

“The Zahiya-lachis doesn’t need to like you for this to work,” Oryal replied. “She just needs to be a queen without an heir. The court was already uneasy before you reclaimed your birthright, and as for what has been happening afterward . . . Well, suffice to say that the Silim dynasty fell the moment Urduja married you off to the Night Emperor and lost her people’s trust. With you gone—again—it would be no difficult task to pave the way for a new ruling house.”

Talasyn swore she could feel a vein in her forehead twitch from a combination of annoyance and disbelief. It was perhaps not the most appropriate of reactions, but she clung to it because anything was better than panic. Better than fear. “Surely it would have been easier to just kill me.”

“I intend to. Eventually.” Oryal took a delicate sip from her teacup. “The plan was certainly to let the assassins take care of that at the masquerade, but . . .”

“But what? You wanted to gloat?” Talasyn’s eyes narrowed as she warmed to her topic. “Revel in your newfound power as the daya of the Silklands? Did you pay the assassins extra to make sure Wempuq died in the attack—”

Oryal hurled the contents of her teacup at Talasyn. There was no ceremony to it, just a casual elegance; the silver bracelets on the daya’s wrist clinked together as her hand pushed forward, and hot liquid splashed all over Talasyn’s face.

Thoroughly disgruntled, she blinked away the stinging droplets that had clumped in her lashes and spat what had seeped into her mouth all over the handsome, expensive mahogany floor. She fervently hoped that it would leave a stain.

Oryal’s pale lips curled into a sneer at the ill-bred display, but her voice was all icy grace when next she spoke. “I loved my father. I never fought in a war like you did, Lachis’ka. Those two men outside the antechamber were the first people I ever killed. They were standing guard in case you tried to escape that way, but I sent the lightning through them because I was angry and grieving. Only love could have called that kind of magic forth.” She set her empty cup back on the tray, the faintest tinkle of porcelain betraying the modicum of unsteadiness in her fingers. “Irrawad sided with Sintan Silim during the civil war, but my father’s views softened with age. He had no part in this. I would never have agreed to the plan had I known he’d get caught in the crossfire. Until the day I sail with him and the ancestors, I will always regret what happened. But his death will not be in vain.”

“I rather feel like he’d beg to differ.” Even as Talasyn spoke, she attempted to move her wrists behind her back, to loosen the knots that bound them. There was a way out of this; she just had to keep her captor distracted until she stumbled upon it. And she needed answers. “What you said to me back at Iantas—explain.”

“You’re in no position to give orders.”

Oryal aimed to make her beg. The realization was both frost and acid, churning in the pit of Talasyn’s stomach, swimming through her veins. The daya would not be satisfied with taking away her magic and trussing her up like a pheasant destined for the oven; she wanted Talasyn to spend her last few moments of life pleading for information about Hanan Ivralis’s death.

And Talasyn was nearly desperate enough to do just that. To find out why things had happened the way they happened. To know at last, at long last.

New noises rippled through the tense atmosphere, over the crackling of the fire in the hearth. Muffled voices and footsteps, drawing closer. Talasyn’s gaze strayed to the door of the lodge, hope fluttering within her.

“It won’t be anyone coming to save you, Lachis’ka,” Oryal said with a soft smile. “Even on the off chance that somebody figures out where we are, we are currently surrounded by my men. No rescuer of yours would have made it to the front steps in any state to knock.”

The door burst open, the temperature dipping slightly when a curl of mountain mist blew into the lodge. And whatever hope Talasyn had been nourishing despite Oryal’s words immediately blinked out of existence.

“My dear Lady Oryal, this is most irregular,” Ralya Musal huffed as she and Kai Gitab entered. “We’re supposed to be lying low until we receive confirmation of her death, what could possibly be so urgent that you summoned us at this . . .” Her eyes nearly popped out of her head at the sight of the Nenavarene Lachis’ka tied to a bedpost. “Hour,” she finished limply.

Gitab turned to appraise himself as to what had taken the wind out of the Daya of Tepi Resok’s genteel sails, and the color drained from his pinched features. The last time Talasyn had seen him and Ralya was mere hours ago, when they’d professed their loyalty to her at the masquerade. The pointed beak of Ralya’s hummingbird mask had practically vibrated with how fiercely she nodded her support. Talasyn had felt so proud then—for forging alliances of her own, for bridging the gap between the royal house and the opposition.

Now Ralya and Gitab were bare-faced and clad in day attire, having shed their costumes along with their pretenses. Now Talasyn just felt stupid.

Gitab opened his mouth to speak, but Ralya beat him to it, recovering from her shock enough to slam the door shut and then fix a murderous glare on Oryal.

“What have you done?” Ralya all but screeched, the sound as unpleasant as fingernails scraping against slate. “You foolish girl, you have jeopardized everything!”

“I have not.” Oryal rose to her feet. “This is the plan, isn’t it? For Alunsina Ivralis to be out of the way.”

The heels of Ralya’s walking boots clattered across the floor as she closed the distance between herself and Oryal. She struck Oryal across the face, the latter’s head twisting to the side from the force of the blow. The explosion of an open palm against a bony cheek was followed by an awful, suffocating stillness, during which Oryal lifted her chin in sullen defiance as she met Ralya’s glare head-on.

A fine pair we make, Daya Ferasai, Talasyn thought sardonically. Me covered in tea and you wearing Musal’s handprint. It was an ignominious outcome, surely, for two aethermancers.

Then again, Talasyn wasn’t an aethermancer anymore, was she? Despair tore through her, that empty darkness roaring open like a wound that would never heal.

“This is what you call ‘out of the way’?” Ralya gestured toward Talasyn in agitation. “You’ve abducted her from her castle while that bloodthirsty husband of hers is in residence, you’ve tied her up in a mountain lodge everyone knows your family owns, instead of simply killing her and being done with it. She—” Ralya swayed unsteadily on her feet as a new horror dawned on her. “You don’t even have any sariman cages!” She stepped back, clutching Oryal’s arm as though prepared to use her as a shield in case Talasyn summoned the Lightweave.

Oryal slapped Ralya’s hand away. “The Lachis’ka’s aethermancy is no longer a concern. I’ve removed it. Permanently.”

“Removed?” Ralya echoed in a shriek. Had the situation been any different, Talasyn would have quite enjoyed the sight of a Dominion noble on the verge of a nervous breakdown. “What—how—”

“You’re not the only one who can scheme in secret with the like-minded, Daya Musal,” Oryal said with a smirk.

Talasyn attempted to piece things together. If the Silklands, Tepi Resok, and Katau—Gitab’s domain—were conspiring to depose Urduja, but Ralya and Gitab didn’t know about the serum that had taken away Talasyn’s magic . . . then there was another player. One who had plotted with Oryal, and Oryal alone. But who?

Gitab’s thoughts seemed to be running along a similar vein. He spoke for the first time since entering the lodge. “Who else have you been talking to, Lady Oryal?”

“I’ve said right from the very start that she’s a loose cannon,” Ralya hissed at him. “We shouldn’t have inducted her. I told you as much, didn’t I? You and—” Her lips clamped shut before she could reveal the name of another conspirator, her eyes darting furtively to Talasyn.

Talasyn was of the rather sour opinion that the need for secrecy had long passed; the mere fact that these Nenavarene were being so transparent about their motives while she was within earshot meant only one thing—they had no intention of letting her leave this place alive. But she bit her tongue, redoubling her efforts to escape from the restraints while her captors bickered.

Her arms had fallen asleep from being locked around the bedpost for what felt like hours, but she determinedly worked through it. This was nothing. After a childhood on the Great Steppe, after the Hurricane Wars—this was nothing.

Talasyn relaxed her hands, then wriggled her arms subtly until the rope around her wrists loosened just the slightest bit, helped along by her sliding it up and down the bedpost as best she could. The extra slack allowed her to shift the angle of her hands and jam two fingers through the minuscule gap, widening it. And that was when she felt the tiniest resistance at her ring finger, below the second knuckle.

The rope had snagged on the vulana stone that was embedded in her wedding band.

She was careful to school her features into total blankness even as exhilaration coursed through her. She stared straight ahead at the arguing nobles, digging the ring into the rope, worrying at the fraying abaca threads with the edges of the gemstone. The shard of the eighth moon, brighter than moissanite, sharper than diamond. A symbol of her marriage. A relic of the World-Eater’s grief.

And its fury.

Ralya, Gitab, and Oryal were turning to her again, and instinct bade Talasyn to speak—so that their attention was diverted to her face, and not to any visible movements that her arms might make behind her back.

“Let me guess,” she said as loftily as she could manage, because if there was one thing the Nenavarene appreciated it was blasé hauteur, “after you kill me, leaving my grandmother without an heir, your forces will lay siege to the capital and install a new Zahiya-lachis on the Dragon Throne.”

“It is . . . regrettable, Lachis’ka.” There was a hint of rueful apology in Gitab’s response. “But even Urduja Silim’s staunchest allies will think twice before supporting a ruler whose succession is not assured. Your life would have been longer had you never come to Nenavar—had you remained on the Continent, none the wiser about your origins. I wish that it had been so.”

“No, you don’t,” Talasyn retorted. “I saved all of you from the World-Eater. That’s why you waited until after the sevenfold eclipse to carry out this little scheme.” She tried to think the way a Dominion noble would. “You probably would have deposed Urduja anyway, but it was too tempting, wasn’t it—the chance to take control of islands that remained fertile and thriving once the Voidfell was pushed back?”

Their silence confirmed her suspicions.

“Well, I’m glad I could be of service,” Talasyn muttered.

But she hadn’t faced the Voidfell alone, and it was with a fierce ache that she wondered about Alaric. If he was safe. If he was looking for her.

Should the latter hold true, she desperately prayed that there was no trail leading him to the Silklands. Oryal had said that her men were in the woods—a private army, no doubt, similar to what House Mantes possessed, and if they had sariman cages and were also amplifying them . . .

But that was assuming he would bother coming after her. Bakun had gone back to sleep for another thousand years. The main purpose of their treaty had run its course.

A strand of the braided rope at Talasyn’s wrist finally gave way and she twisted her finger around to dig the vulana stone deeper into her restraints. If she just kept at it, she’d be able to fray the rope, weakening it enough for her to snap it in half by tugging her wrists apart.

“My husband was still alive, last I saw him,” she informed the nobles as her hands continued to work out of their sight. “The Kesathese will not appreciate suddenly finding themselves without a Night Empress. If I die, that shatters the alliance.”

“New alliances can always be forged.” The firelight flashed off Rajan Gitab’s spectacles. “And I was there for the forging of the old one. I can confidently state that it’s hardly a love match. Ossinast was never a real target and, from my observations, he would appreciate a less intractable wife. We have several candidates in mind.”

“Even if he is tempted to avenge you, Lachis’ka,” Oryal added, “he can’t do anything right away. He has only the one stormship at our port—and it will be torn to shreds if the dragons rise. I suspect he would be amenable to a new offer, instead.”

The thought of Alaric marrying someone else when she was gone elicited such a boiling rage that Talasyn couldn’t breathe for several long seconds. She would rise from what was certain to be an ignoble dirt grave to haunt him. She truly would. Yet that rage soon gave way to a hollow bleakness, Gitab’s words unearthing the inescapable truth that she’d always known: Alaric had married her out of duty and, if power changed hands in the Dominion, duty would also dictate that he retain Kesath’s political foothold within it.

And he would be better served by a spouse who wasn’t in league with those plotting his downfall.

Still, Talasyn forced herself to look impassive. She would not give her enemies the satisfaction of seeing her squirm. “Who is to take my grandmother’s place as the Dragon Queen, then?” She directed the question to Ralya and Oryal. “One of you, I suppose.”

To her surprise, both noblewomen shuddered.

“Ancestors, you couldn’t pay me enough.” Ralya sniffed. “To preside over a perennially squabbling court with a target the size of an entire realm on my back for the rest of my life? No, I am content with having the future Zahiya-lachis’s ear.”

“I have no desire to rule, either,” Oryal proclaimed. “That is one thing Hanan Ivralis and I had in common, Lachis’ka.” The gaze that she fixed on Talasyn then was unnervingly sharklike. “She never wanted to rule, and that was her undoing. That, I do believe,” she concluded with relish, “was why Urduja decided that your mother had to die.”
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Chapter Three

From the air, Irrawad was all rainforest, as far as the eye could see. Approaching the eastern side of the island, the sprawling ocean of greenery melted into thousands of acres of bright scarlet that carpeted the mountains and valleys of the Silklands, the late Rajan Wempuq’s demesne.

The fire trees were silver-barked, towering things, their profuse crowns of fernlike leaves the sole food source of the little golden worms that manufactured the fine threads of Irrawad’s most valuable export. Every wet season, the trees’ fanned branches bore lantern-shaped red flowers and their leaves took on a burnished hue. Even now, in the mists of civil twilight, they blazed like rivers of flame over the green grass, beneath heavens streaked sparingly with the oncoming dawn.

Visibility on the ground was poor; the most eagle-eyed sentinel would have been hard-pressed to spot the figures traipsing up one of the montane slopes, cautiously making their way to the dim golden rectangles in the distance, the light shining through the lodge’s windows serving as the only sign that it existed. The faintest of beacons through the fog.

Still, Sevraim was clearly not taking any chances. After the rescue party found Ileis at the coordinates she sent, he’d insisted that they approach the hunting lodge from the back, and that they do so slowly, ducking behind tree trunks and embankments and bramble whenever the opportunity presented itself. He was in charge at the moment, because Alaric was in no state to conceive of any plan other than setting the Shadowgate loose to devour the entire forest and the traitors nestled within it.

While Sevraim would have good reason to feel justified in this show of prudence, the long, drawn-out trek was unfortunately giving Alaric time to think. Dozens upon dozens of worst-case scenarios were filtering through his mind.

“You are absolutely certain,” he said to Ileis, “that this is where Oryal took Talasyn? And that no one saw you in pursuit?”

Between the scrolled bars of her winged helm, Ileis’s fawn-colored eyes narrowed in annoyance. She launched into the same debrief that she’d given him a while ago, although this time her voice was tinged with a cavalier disdain that set his teeth on edge. “When I went to check Iantas castle’s southern perimeter for hostiles, I saw a lady dragging the unconscious Lightweaver into an airship docked on the beach. They were too far away for me to stop them before they took off, and I didn’t want to risk bringing down the vessel with my magic and accidentally killing the Lightweaver, because I doubted His Majesty would have appreciated that. So I followed them from a careful distance, veiling my wolf coracle in the Shadowgate to avoid detection. Shrouding is my most prodigious talent, as my keenly intelligent and ever-levelheaded master is well aware, since I am one of the few legionnaires skilled in it—”

“I’ve half a mind to strip you of your rank for not treating this matter with the seriousness it deserves,” Alaric snapped.

Ileis poked Sevraim in the ribs. “Can you please do something about him?”

“I value my life dearly,” Sevraim mumbled. “As should you.”

They were ten in their party, as it had been decided that a stealth operation was the safest way to extract Talasyn and prevent all-out civil war between Irrawad and the royal house. Alaric and his two legionnaires; Kaptan Gao and five of her Lachis-dalo; and Surakwel Mantes.

Alaric hadn’t been particularly enthused about the presence of that last one, but they needed him. Surakwel and Oryal had run in the same circles since they were children; he knew the Silklands, knew this mountain.

“It’s almost a shame,” Surakwel was saying as he led the group through the woods. “Wempuq’s hunting lodge was the setting of many rather excellent holidays. Simpler times, of course.” He stopped at a moss-covered boulder that jutted out of the ground like a tombstone, then dropped to his knees beside it. His hand swept away an accumulation of loose soil and twigs and fallen leaves, gradually revealing a circular wooden hatch with a rusty iron handle sunk deep into the forest floor. “This leads to the wine cellar and then up into the lodge itself. I cannot guarantee that the passageway will be unguarded, though.”

“There’s a fair chance, my lord, judging from the debris that’s piled up,” said Gao. “At the very least, we’ll have the element of surprise on our side. How do you wish to proceed, Your Majesty?”

It was probably killing Gao to turn the reins over to him, Alaric surmised. He had the sense that he was being appeased; even Ileis was not as cutting as she normally would be. He couldn’t blame his companions—he was acting like a madman.

He forced himself to evaluate the situation rather than just charge in. Ileis had scouted the lodge before returning to her ship to wait for them. There had been no sariman cages that she could see from the treetops, but the surrounding woods were full of Silklands soldiers while only Oryal and Talasyn were indoors.

“Ileis and Lord Surakwel will go in via the tunnel,” Alaric decided. “Kaptan Gao—you and your Lachis-dalo are with me and Sevraim.”

“Are you sure you don’t need me?” Ileis pressed. “I counted at least a hundred soldiers. One more Shadowforged won’t go amiss.”

Alaric’s gauntleted fists clenched as the darkness rose within him, all heat and static, roaring for a fight. “In the mood I’m in,” he said tersely, “I will be enough.”

Talasyn’s world had shattered the moment she felt her aethermancy draining away back at Iantas. Here and now in the Silklands, the remnants hung off the edge of a cliff, waiting to be pushed over by what would transpire in the next few minutes.

She remembered what Yanme Rapat had said to her on Belian: The Zahiya-lachis was most displeased by Lady Hanan’s refusal to be named her heir, and Lady Hanan in turn did not wish for you to be declared as such before you were old enough to choose for yourself.

It had sounded like a warning even then. Had Rapat known that Urduja was behind Hanan’s death? Or had he merely wanted Talasyn to have all the facts and thus relayed the contention between the two women, unable to imagine that it could have led to murder? Talasyn herself couldn’t believe it. Urduja was stern and abrasive, yes—but to kill her own daughter-in-law? She had been angry when Hanan conspired with Sintan to send the warships to the Continent . . . but angry enough to end a life?

“I tire of this posturing, Lady Oryal,” said Ralya. “Shall we get on?”

Oryal’s calm slipped. A wild glint leached into her cold eyes. “I am no longer just lady. I am also Daya Ferasai. My father died at the masquerade. The only family I had remaining.” Her features twisted. “And I want the Lachis’ka to realize what kind of family she has, what kind of woman she calls her grandmother and her sovereign.” Her voice grew higher and more unsteady with each word. “I want her to understand that, like me, she has been left with nothing.”

Oryal strode over to the fireplace, where she retrieved a piece of parchment from an enameled snuffbox perched on the brick mantelpiece. Then she went to Talasyn. Her rosy skirts with their pleats cleverly sewn like a multitude of praying mantis wings fluttered with her every step, until it seemed that she herself was about to take flight, a pretty, frantic creature beating against the walls of a gilded prison.

“Here.” She unfolded the parchment and all but thrust it in Talasyn’s face. “A signed confession. Read it.”

The note was penned in the Dominion script, black ink swirled like ocean waves. It was dated shortly after the Sardovian Allfold had made the deal with Nenavar and Talasyn had assumed her rightful position at her grandmother’s court as the Lachis’ka. But the events it described had taken place long before that.


My son is dead and Alunsina Ivralis has returned to the Dominion, and all my sins have come home to roost.

I am Lindao Angsanak, formerly healer to the Royal House of Silim, now a man in hiding since the civil war. I was entrusted with the care of Lady Hanan Ivralis in her last days, yet what killed her was administered by my hand gradually, over the course of a sennight.

It was a poison of my own design, commissioned by Her Starlit Majesty, Urduja Silim. At Port Samout, Lady Hanan cast an enormous barrier of light which prevented the Grand Magindam from chasing the warships that sailed to the Northwest Continent’s aid. She was greatly weakened when they brought her back to the capital. Queen Urduja instructed me to disguise the first dose of the poison as a restorative tonic. Subsequent doses were administered as purported treatments for Lady Hanan’s mysterious symptoms.

I did it to save my son. Mio lived with me at the palace, and the Zahiya-lachis threatened to have him killed if I did not carry out her bidding. My love for him was greater even than her hate for her daughter-in-law. May the ancestors realize that. May they not cast me out when I meet them and my boy in the Sky Above the Sky.



Talasyn could scarcely believe that she’d made it to the end of the healer’s written account. Her entire life was crashing down on her, the inside of her head a jungle of questions and denials. Her surroundings—the polished floorboards, the crackling hearth, the trophies on the wall with their branching antlers and lifeless black eyes—didn’t seem real. The three nobles in the lodge with her might as well have been phantoms.

“Angsanak took his child and fled Eskaya at the end of the war,” Oryal told her with a quiet, venomous triumph. “Urduja was executing Sintan’s supporters left and right. He realized that there was nothing to stop her from killing him, too. He was a loose end.”

When Talasyn made no response, a flash of unbridled emotion cracked down the length of Oryal’s face. “Well?” she demanded. “What do you have to say?” Her lips pressed together in a thin line when Talasyn opted to maintain her silence. “Speak!” The command rang through the lodge on a shrill note that was met only by the hiss of embers.

How dare you, Talasyn fumed inwardly. No matter what, I’m still your Lachis’ka. You can’t order me around. In her head she was, of course, calling Oryal every foul name she could conceive of, learned from the streets and the barracks; it would be immensely satisfying to blister the lady’s ears with all those choice sobriquets, but she could not allow herself to indulge. For one thing, it was obvious that she was being goaded into losing her cool. The Nenavarene prized appearances above all else, and the best way to get on her captors’ nerves right now was to not rise to their bait.

Or maybe it was more accurate to say that Oryal was the only one baiting her. Gitab and Ralya both had something of a long-suffering air about them.

“Daya Ferasai,” Ralya said through tightly clenched teeth, “I am genuinely sorry for Rajan Wempuq. I understand that you are mourning. But I beg you, my lady, to not lose sight of the endgame. This has gone on long enough—our allies are waiting for us to give the signal. We must dispose of Urduja’s heir posthaste.”

With Oryal’s back to Gitab and Ralya, it was only Talasyn who saw the telltale spark of the Tempestroad in Oryal’s eyes. The telltale stiffening as she suppressed her temper and her magic.

Talasyn then had the sneaking suspicion that neither Gitab nor Ralya knew about Oryal’s aethermancy and Oryal preferred to keep it that way. If so, why had Oryal stated that she would live freely only once Urduja was gone . . .?

The sun was starting to rise in the fog-laced world beyond the lodge’s windows. A Silklands soldier standing guard outside shifted into view, his presence reminding Talasyn that she didn’t know how many would come rushing in if they heard the sounds of a scuffle or if the Dominion nobles called for help. She had to stall until she came up with an actual plan.

“How did you find the healer?” she asked. “What made him decide to confess”—the vulana stone severed another centimeter of rope—“after all these years?”

“He fled to Tepi Resok.” Ralya dispensed the information quickly, with no small amount of impatience. “It was safer for him in opposition territory than anywhere else. He and his son assumed new names. But the boy died in a logging accident two years ago, and when you returned . . . Well, the guilt and the grief were too much for old Angsanak. He came to me.” She made a flippant gesture with her hand. “Of course, it’s his word against Urduja’s, and he is a man and a commoner. His confession is barely worth the parchment it’s written on. But every little bit helps, and with this we were able to sway some noble houses who were on the fence.” Her expression hardened and she exchanged nods with Gitab. “We’ve dallied long enough, Lady Oryal. By now the Lachis’ka’s allies will have noticed that she’s missing. We have to kill her before they find her. There’s not another moment to waste.”

Oryal nodded, her gaze remaining fixed on Talasyn with a virulent intensity. “So be it.”

She stepped aside to let Ralya approach Talasyn. The Daya of Tepi Resok drew a small knife from the folds of her feathered skirts, removing it from its leaf-shaped sheath with something almost like aplomb. The lacquered handle was as long as the chalcedony blade attached to it, and both curved to form the outline of the waning crescent. It was too flimsy a weapon for combat; that was how Talasyn knew it had been steeped in poison.

Tension built up along her spine. There was no help for it. She would have to fight her way out of this lodge as quickly as she could manage, giving the nobles no opportunity to call for help. After dispatching them, she would have to hurl herself through one of the windows and out into the mists. Perhaps the Silklands soldiers would be surprised by the sudden eruption of breaking glass and that would be enough to buy her some time to vanish into the forest.

“I am dreadfully sorry, Your Grace.” Ralya gracefully stooped down and, with her free hand gently fisted in Talasyn’s bedraggled hair, forced her chin to lift, exposing her jugular. “I have, on occasion, felt some fondness for you and your little peccadilloes. Given the choice, I would have preferred a much less distressing method of ending this.”

Despite the mortal peril that she was in, it took every ounce of Talasyn’s willpower to hold back a snort. In her old life, she would never have been able to conceive of someone apologizing so prettily to their intended murder victim. The Dominion court was ridiculous, and there had been times when Talasyn found them amusing—even endearing—but now she just wished for all of it to go up in flames.

“Spare me the social graces,” she growled at Ralya. “I don’t need them.”

Ralya smiled. “Not in the afterlife, no.”

And she brought the knife down over Talasyn’s throat.

Now.

Talasyn slipped free of the ropes and grabbed Ralya’s wrist, twisting it until the tip of the curved knife plunged into the other woman’s elegant, swanlike neck.

She had forgotten how it felt to kill someone without aethermancy. The weight of the blade. The resistance of the flesh. The spurt of blood.

Several things happened almost all at once. Ralya’s jaw fell open in a bloodcurdling scream as the poison burned its way through her system and she crumpled to the floor. As though in response, more screams filtered in from the world outside, muffled through wood and glass—darkening glass, daybreak giving way to rivers of shadow magic that rushed past the windows like black fire. Talasyn leapt to her feet, her stolen knife in hand as she charged at Oryal, an old instinct kicking in, left over from the Hurricane Wars, from the time when she hadn’t known how to channel the Lightweave in battle yet. The instinct to take out the enemy aethermancer as soon as possible, with whatever methods were at her disposal.

Halfway to her quarry, there was a whoosh of air, a flicker of steel . . .

Talasyn turned too late. The hunting spear glanced off her left thigh, and her knee gave way at the onslaught of a stinging pain. She sagged against the mantelpiece with a gasp, dropping the knife, the heat of the fire heavy on the blood streaming down her leg. She watched Gitab liberate another spear from the vast array on the wall. A tremor ran through his spindly arm as he locked eyes with her and took aim.

A trapdoor swung open between them, and Ileis and Surakwel burst up from out of the lodge’s floor.

Surakwel rushed at Gitab, tearing the spear from the smaller man’s grasp and flinging it away before trapping him in a headlock. Ileis tackled Oryal, the two women careening across the mahogany boards in a whirl of black leather and rose silk. There was no question who the stronger and more skilled fighter was, but then Oryal’s irises gleamed white and she punched Ileis in the stomach. It was a clumsy punch, issued by a soft, delicate fist—but that fist was wreathed in blue streaks of lightning, and it sent Ileis flying across the room.

Straight into Talasyn, who grunted as her injured leg bore the legionnaire’s weight for an excruciating half-second.

Ileis righted herself at the same time Oryal did. Both Surakwel and Gitab were staring open-mouthed at Oryal even as they halfheartedly continued to struggle with each other, but Ileis seemed more pleased than unmoored to encounter another aethermancer. A smile danced at the corners of her full lips and she rolled her neck slowly, inky swirls of shadow magic materializing in the air around her.

“I’m so glad I don’t have to go easy on you,” she cooed at Oryal.

“Where’s Alaric?” Talasyn asked as she and Ileis drifted away from each other in an unspoken agreement to outflank the daya. “Is he all right?”

Ileis’s smile faded into a scowl. “Gods. Not you, too.”

There was no opportunity to decipher the cryptic statement, because Ileis was hurling herself at their common foe again and Talasyn had to follow suit. She ran through the pain in her thigh, scooping up Ralya’s knife along the way. At first, Oryal was deathly still, like a cornered animal; only her eyes moved, swerving from one woman to the other and back again. The sounds of a fierce battle raged outside, the shadows surrounding the lodge growing ever higher, and Talasyn knew that it had to be Alaric out there, and she was suddenly impatient to see him.

But she had to finish this first.

As Ileis and Talasyn neared her, Oryal let loose a wave of lightning. It didn’t come from her hands like the Lightweave and the Shadowgate usually did. Instead, the Tempestroad seeped out from her every pore in blinding pale blue strands that sparked and hissed. The tendrils of storm magic lashed against the shield of obsidian shadows that Ileis quickly cast, but without her aethermancy Talasyn was forced to dodge physically, the wound in her thigh twinging as she staggered.

Oryal made a break for it—not toward the door but the fireplace, pulling Angsanak’s confession from her bodice, where she’d stashed it when the fighting began.

Talasyn’s heart faltered in its beating as she realized what the daya was about to do. She threw the knife to stop it. The blade sang through the air and caught Oryal in the arm, and she cried out—

—and dropped the confession into the fire.

No, Talasyn wanted to scream. Would have screamed, if only she could remember how. The flames were merciless as they devoured the parchment, the proof of Urduja’s evil reduced to nothing more than ash. Gone in a blink.

Oryal wrenched the knife out of her arm, but it hadn’t even completely slipped from her fingers before she collapsed as the poison spread through her. The loss of his last ally spurred Gitab into a fit of desperate action, and he broke free of Surakwel’s hold with a burst of strength and lunged for the spear.

Surakwel was on him in an instant. The two men grappled for the deadly weapon, but Surakwel was younger, with more muscle, and it was over almost as soon as it began. He drove the spear through Gitab’s chest and into the mahogany boards beneath, pinning the dead rajan to the floor.

Everything had happened so fast. But Talasyn had always known, hadn’t she, how much a single moment could change things. The war had taught her that, hadn’t it? Taught her that the split-second song of a crossbow bolt could end a marriage, that the hairpin turn of time in one wrong move during combat could lead to a shadow-smithed dagger gouging out an eye.

On and on it went, no chance to catch a breath, no choice left but to keep moving forward.

The front door swung open—was practically ripped off its hinges by Kaptan Gao—and, before she was even fully aware of what she was doing, Talasyn was pushing past her and staggering out the lodge.

Out into a scene of total carnage.

The mangled corpses of Silklands soldiers littered the forest. The rising sun caught on the leaves, turning them the color of blood. Sevraim and some Lachis-dalo were in the process of putting an end to their various skirmishes in the background, and Alaric . . .

Alaric was the center of the world. The center of the outpouring of shadow magic, certainly, that Talasyn had seen surging past the windows. The midnight-black smoke unleashed from aetherspace billowed over the ground, over the dead, thinning gradually now that its purpose had been served. It had cut off all avenues of escape for the soldiers, leaving them no choice but to face Alaric’s fury.

And it was fury, for his aethermancy to be as unrestrained as this. The obsidian blade of his war scythe crackled with malevolence as he sliced open the last of a group of men who had sought to overwhelm him with sheer numbers. He kicked the corpse away from him, to the ground where it joined the others, every inch of his armored frame taut with a lethal viciousness that did not abate when he caught sight of Talasyn standing in the open doorway. His eyes were like molten silver, his black hair hanging wildly around his pale face, the wolf’s fangs of his mask like his own teeth, pulled back in a snarl. From the east the light of a new day came roaring in, banishing the mists, cloaking the Night Emperor in veils of red and gold. He was blurred at the edges, surrounded by his fallen foes, man unmade, monster reborn. And there was some part
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