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To the disillusioned, hopeful souls fighting to exist within freefalling nations, may we be their reckoning







CONTENT WARNING

This romantasy runs quite dark and contains events that may be difficult to read. Please do make every decision you need to keep yourself safe, even if that means stopping here. I remain so very grateful for your interest in This Blade of Ours.

This book contains the following: alcoholism; bigotry; coercion; explicit consensual sex; depression; drug usage; gore; graphic death; graphic violence; hallucinations; insect plagues; kidnapping; lifechanging injuries; mass execution; misgendering; murder; mutilation; nightmares about traumatic events; nonbinaryphobia; panic attacks; parental abuse; physical abuse; prejudice; PTSD; rape (off-page, side character); religious violence; sexism; strong language; suicidality; threat of rape (allusion, side character); and torture.
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“Beware you would-be, God-Summoners! Take heed, all you who would call the Elsar to our plane! For when the infinite touches the finite, the latter does not emerge unscathed. A scar forms at the point of the meeting. And from it, what blood will spill? Who else will part the seams of our world as a sword does flesh and enter?

Aim not for the lofty. Restrict yourselves to prayer and relinquish the selfishness of seeking out a personal boon. Let us worship as a hand does by the hearth. Plunge not into the fire!”

—excerpt from The Teachings of Inquisitor Caminus of Ur Dinyé



The collapse of a country was a quiet affair.

Few historians would agree. They preferred to point to crushing defeats in battle, assassinations, or civil unrest to explain the peaks and troughs of political chaos. Yet, those were merely the symptoms of a rotting land’s disintegration. Its cause would have snuck in earlier, quiet enough that no academic would entirely pin it down and capable enough to reach gnarled fingers through history to throttle the present.

Countries died in silence. As Ur Dinyé would today. Its current iteration, at least.

Her lips lifted in a smile. Squinting against the wind hurling orange sand across the Xārōmand Desert, she urged her mare toward one of the imposing mountains ahead. Thousands of miles long, the Kaycakh Range’s jagged terra-cotta peaks formed a land border separating Ur Dinyé’s inhospitable Xārōmand from the neighboring land of Errigal—with whom they’d been at war centuries prior.

But these rocky giants had seen more than history. They had once held the future.

A millennium ago, in the heart of one of these mountains had existed a temple of such renown that only Ur Dinyé’s monarchs had been permitted to know its location. Within its cavernous halls, devotees of Lord Time had meditated upon the past and present and been blessed with brief glimpses into potential futures. The Seers’ prophecies had steered Ur Dinyé from devastation for centuries, until they’d been massacred by a king who had taken umbrage at what would become the Head Seer’s final prophecy.

Oh, the powerful and their fear. She cast a bitter look in the direction of Ur Dinyé’s capital of Edessa, thousands of miles to the south. She wouldn’t be freezing her ass off in the fucking Xārōmand if it weren’t for them.

Temperatures dipped lower under the slow wash of night. Above, Praefa and Silun surveyed her nightly routine of the past three months. Time and time again, she halted before the sheer face of a mountain and listened. The desert graced her with a wail of wind and spit sand across her cheeks.

Another night without hope. It had ceased to cut. For ninety nights, she’d ridden through half the Kaycakh Range in search of the Lost Temple’s entrance. The records she’d dug up from the Scourgemaster’s time had spoken to the temple’s rediscovery some five and a half centuries back but had neglected to mention the location after the unexplained deaths of those scholars and treasure-seekers who’d ventured within.

No matter. It was the nature of history to be lost and found again.

She steered her mare toward another peak. Her mare balked, whinnying in fear as they neared the base. Sand gave way to barren soil littered with chunks of limestone. No sooner had her lips shaped a frown than she felt it, soft as gossamer. A hum of otherness like the scrape of jaws over skin. Magic. Hunger.

Hatred.

The reins slipped from her trembling hands, elation heating her blood. It’s here. Dismounting, she tethered her recalcitrant mare to one of the boulders fencing the mountain like teeth. Nothing in the rock face ahead indicated the presence of a door, yet the desert’s fearful thrum under her feet spoke otherwise. A warning. A proclamation of recognition.

“We know your blood,” the wind seemed to hiss. “It has spilled here before.”

“Go.” Sand curled around her ankles when she continued up the incline. “You are not wanted.”

Cursed land. Soiled with the innocent blood of thousands of Seers and sundered by even uglier secrets the Lost Temple had witnessed. The laws of the mortal world applied loosely here.

Her smile broadened. At last.

The mountain’s base vied with the Aequitas for breadth, rough slopes worn by Time’s chisel. At one corner, a pile of rubble listed precariously to the left, shielding what must once have been an entrance. A cave-in or a barricade? she wondered. The elongated finger bones extending in silent plea from a gap in the rock could speak to either. She steeled her spine against a shudder. It doesn’t matter.

She placed her shaky palms against the cool, stone face and felt an answering ripple within. Now for the price of entry. Withdrawing a dagger, she pricked each fingertip, barely noticing the pain. So great was her excitement that she barely winced. Five crimson streams rolled down her hand to dribble onto parched soil. Red faded to terra-cotta. The earth drank deep.

The wind halted.

Quiet. It was so very quiet now.

A hammering began in her chest, exultation and fear warping in a dangerous weave. She drew on the rock with bleeding fingers. A straight line, then a curved one, then several more. Zuvrai, the Urdish rune for “Time.” Mortal concept and immortal god. A rune so dangerously taxing that to draw it was to risk all the time that the user had left. The same rune Seers would have drawn to enter the Lost Temple millennia ago. Her chest squeezed with every pass of her fingers over the rock face, breaths dwindling and labored. Zuvrai was a Tenth-Tier rune, demanding a torrential, inherently unsustainable flow of power from its user. She was no Seer. She didn’t have long.

Faster.

Magic was a peculiar thing. An inner well of power shaped by ancestry and tied to blood, accessible only by drawing the right patterns in one’s life force. Runes were the language of the gods, the Elsarian priests said, and their first gift to humans to allow them a taste of the divine. It was also their first test, a sieve to separate the greedy and power-drunk from those good and faithful who would pass the gates into the Bright Realms where the High Elsar resided.

When all was said and done, where would she be placed? Monster or martyr?

A choked laugh tore from her. Had she access to her own epitaph, she would have written it now before history did it for her: Judge me or justify me, you know I was necessary.

Red flooded her vision as she drew the final set of zuvrai’s lines, arteries bursting in her eyes like swollen streams. Blood laced her tongue when she swallowed. Her fingers drew the last stroke and paused midair. Gods help me.

The rune flashed gold. Soul-deep agony arced through her with the ferocity of a lightning bolt as zuvrai came to life, unspooling her time. Unspooling her. Invisible hands clawed at her lungs, wringing, twisting. Her screams were quickly swallowed by the now-cacophonous desert, alive with a thousand jeers. Every pulse of her heart was a clap of thunder. Falling to her knees, she clutched her head and gasped for air.

The ghosts laughed. “You were warned.”

“No,” she croaked. Teeth clenched, she slowed her panicked breaths. “I won’t die here.”

Slapping a palm against the rock face, she dragged herself up, gaze fixed on the now-glowing rune drawn into the mountain. Scarlet wove into the gold lines, warning that she would soon be drained of power and life. Fifteen minutes? No. Ten.

“You know me,” she hissed to her listeners, heart thudding so hard that she feared it would stall any moment. “You know my kin and my kind. You will yield,” she snarled.

The ground shuddered. Yes. YES.

“Let. Me. In!” she screamed.

A chunk of the mountain’s craggy face crashed down with an earthquake’s force. She lost her footing and tumbled down the incline, cowering from the spray of rock and sand. Coughing, she raised her head when the rumbling ceased. By the Saints and Wretched.

The chunk had reduced the rubble blocking the entrance to dust. The Xārōmand quieted when she staggered back up to that pitch-black mouth. A torch flared in an ancient sconce by it. Then another, and another, leading her in. She shuddered. Welcome or trap, it doesn’t matter. She was going where even the dead couldn’t touch her.

Pain clawed through her chest, hooking in and ripping down. Blood gurgled in her throat. Eight minutes. She ignored the broken corpses piled around the entrance, red tears snaking past her jaw from her own bleeding eyes.

She ran into the temple.

Firelight hissed to life in her wake, drawing golden fingers down frescoed corridors of battles past, fates avoided, futures won, gods appeased, murdered Seers—Elsar save me. The bones! Hollow eye sockets regarded her flight with mockery, their jaws unhinged in laughter.

“Will you make it in time?” they asked. “Can you control what even we couldn’t?”

I will, she vowed. The Seers had glimpsed the land’s future but been sequestered from its workings. She knew the people of Ur Dinyé. I can control them.

Libraries. Lecture rooms. Worship halls. Marble columns and limestone walls. The gilt had been chipped off, gaping holes left where statues and prayer tablets must once have stood. How many treasure-seekers and scholars had the dead punished for it?

Three minutes. She had never known such pain even when—Faster. She rounded a corner, kicked down the banquet hall’s rotting doors, then froze.

There. A mighty oval courtyard hollowed into the center of the mountain. It opened to the sky, milky moonlight accompanying braziers that roared awake at her entrance. Avoiding the mess of collapsed columns, she ran to the shattered altar at the center, split down the middle by an unnaturally large handprint.

There had once been a god here. Chained for centuries by magi and Seers alike and twisted into an abomination that had been trapped in a man’s body so that Ur Dinyé could win its wars. But that had been during the time of the Scourgemaster, a time of monsters, prophecies, and men with honor. This was a new age. And yet, it needed a monster too.

She knew this to be debridement not death, but the arbiters of history took such umbrage to change. They needed their compartmentalizations of time and firm delineations of how the dust had settled. To stop it from happening again, they would argue, but knowledge of the past had never stopped its repetition.

Blood did.

Two minutes.

Dagger. She sliced both palms open. Safsher, she drew the Urdish rune for “Sword” atop the altar. Tuhig for “Void.” Zefis for “Weave.” Sweat slid down her temples, stung her eyes. Her strained gasps were a preliminary death rattle as the agony in her chest pulled tight.

“Soon.” Something caressed her neck. A fingertip? The past clawing for blood. She flinched. “You will join us soon.”

Faster. She bit straight through her lip and drew. Khon, frazam, layk, sayag. Blood, End, Unity, Shadow, and finally, Sleep. Nibas.

And she was out of time.

Thick iron welled at the back of her throat. She choked. Blood sprayed from her lips to coat the altar, smudging her desperate runes. SHIT.

She collapsed. The temple screamed in glee, a thousand voices grasping through death and time to claim her for their own. Blood seeped up from the courtyard’s tile, reaching inky fingers for her. A new ghost. A new scream. She tried standing but her limbs no longer worked.

It can’t be for nothing! She silently pleaded with herself as the blood neared. Stand up! Stand—

Blue-green flames roared from the altar and spread to fence her from the dead. Dazed, she watched the fire climb toward the sky and coalesce into a wall. The voices vanished.

She’s here.

She had Summoned a god.

Her fingers moved quickly across the tile, drawing zuvrai once more. The magic unspooling from her stoppered. Pain fled like a ghost. Exultation brought her to her feet right as the goddess entered the mortal plane.

By all that’s holy. She fell back on her knees. Like all Naaduir, Faragathe had been human before her elevation to the minor pantheon for her service to Lord Time of the all-powerful Elsar. It no longer showed.

Starlight wove through black hair that trailed long past the goddess’s ankles to float midair. Midnight-blue ribbons of sky slid over her twenty-foot body like an ever-shifting gown. Four eyes, sans iris and pupil, blinked on each bare shoulder and across her clavicles. Two more apiece slitted open on both high cheekbones, and the human two stared down at her. Eighteen eyes, holding an esophageal darkness.

One dark, blue-green foot touched the ground. Faragathe tilted her head, curved horns gleaming bone white. “You call me to cursed land.” For a melodious voice, it cut like a blade.

So, this is power. “I had little choice,” she said bitterly. “I’m not so powerful a magus to Summon you otherwise. But those damned Elsarian priests were right after all. A Summoning does leave a mark of incursion on the mortal plane.”

“So, you pulled me through.” Faragathe’s eyes narrowed as she took in the courtyard. “Great evil was done here. A god Summoned. Brutalized.”

“I don’t seek to do the same to you! I swear—” She screamed when the goddess hoisted her with a flick of her finger, inches from her unearthly blue-green face.

Faragathe waved a taloned hand, spinning her dangling body in a slow circle. “A mortal’s oath means as little as their life.” She grinned, baring sharp teeth. “You couldn’t hurt me if you tried. Now, what do you want?”

For the first time, she wondered if she had made a mistake. What if she doesn’t care? The goddess’s many eyes were utterly blank. She had never seen anything so devoid of humanity.

“I ceased being human millennia ago,” Faragathe sniffed daintily, reading her thoughts. “Why? Do you seek to offer your body as a vessel? Keep it. I take no pleasure in walking this plane.”

“Because of what they did to you.” She trembled when the goddess stilled but kept speaking. “Faragathe, Devotee of Time.” She took a deep breath. “The Heretic Priestess.”

The goddess’s eyes flashed. “You dare—”

“I’ve risked everything to come here tonight for this, for you!” she screamed. “I spent years of my worthless, mortal life digging through ancient texts for how to Summon you. The woman whose prophecies everyone ignored because Time granted them through dreams instead of the out-of-context flashes of the future accepted as canon by the Elsarian Order. The priestess who was mutilated and burned alive for saying what the Order didn’t like hearing. One of history’s most brilliant minds, ultimately proven right and still all but written out of the Codices and every other religious text.”

Faragathe’s smile was tight. “A choice that the Order has since learned to regret. Fear is bred in the unconscious, in the nameless things that walk between death, sleep, and waking. Unlike some of the other Naaduir and even a few Elsar, my power doesn’t depend on human belief. Everyone inevitably comes to me.”

“I know. That’s why I wanted to offer you—” She jerked when the goddess planted her on her palm and leaned in. The words died in her throat.

She had been wrong. It wasn’t just starlight glistening in Faragathe’s hair but bone and tar. The eyes on her shoulders were voids into worlds with terrors beyond comprehension. Darkness crowded the courtyard, extinguishing the braziers, and within it seemed to be a universe with the goddess as its epicenter, amid others of horrific, larger—all those eyes—

She realized she was screaming when Faragathe laughed.

“Well, mortal? What can you possibly offer me?”

Mind. Where was her mind?

“Recognition,” she gurgled, a portion of her mind irrevocably altered. Her gaze shied from the goddess. “There was a time after your death when people heeded you. Now, they’re viewed as mad. Remind them of you once more. Shroud this land and bind it to you. Make the priests of the Elsarian Order return your name to the Codices. We have a capital, Edessa. A cesspit of the pretentiously religious, corrupt, and greedy. Destroy them, and history will never forget you again.”

“How quaint. So, this is about vengeance.”

“You see my mind.” She knelt on the goddess’s palm. “It’s about more than just that.”

Eighteen black, empty orbs swiveled toward her and watched. Faragathe’s brow pinched. “Yes,” she murmured. “A great deal more.”

A blur of wind and limestone and she found herself deposited on the ground.

“The Naaduir don’t grant wishes, mortal.” Faragathe sounded contemplative. “We accept what appeals to us and reject the rest.”

Her heart sank. “Please, at least—”

“We never made the same promises to humans that the Elsar did. We reached this state of minor godhood because we served them and not you. You have Summoned me, and your request was heard. There is no debt.”

A tear ran down her nose to drop on her bloodied palms. “I understand.”

Blue-green filled her vision. A finger the size of her arm tipped her chin.

“But in this, I will hear you.”

Her head shot up. To her horror, she realized that she was sobbing. “You will?”

“Violence may be the sinew of authority, mortal. But power, true power, lies in the shadows.” Faragathe trailed a hand over the ruins they stood in, the remainder of a place that had once shaped the nation. “Let them see it,” she said to the night sky. “Let it drive them mad. I will stand behind you.”

Blood rushed in her ears, warmth spilling through hollows that life had carved in her chest and left to fester. So, this is joy. She bowed low. “My goddess,” her voice cracked, “from this day forth, I bind myself to you and only you.”

For the first time, something almost sad flickered in Faragathe’s many eyes. “Very well, mortal. To ancient history.”

She squeezed her still-bleeding palms. The blood spattered on the ground in a silent vow. “To ancient history.”
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“Of the Dark Elsar, there remains none so beguiling as Lady Ruin. Her smile holds the fulfillment of every desire. But as you close the distance, a trapdoor springs beneath your feet, and you are forever lost to the Dark Reaches.

People of Edessa, hasn’t she found us here? Unease foments in our city, and we know the source. Eight months ago, Head Tetrarch Aelius met his end at the hands of a northern girl. Despite his flaws, he should have been properly tried in a court of law. Instead, he was gutted in public like an animal. The girl and the madman she serves pronounced themselves judge, jury, and executioner and use the supposed Summoning of Lord Death to legitimize their dark deeds.

Now, omens plague our lands. Riots and plague in the crude north. A woman in crimson—Ruin’s preferred color—saunters about as Head Tetrarch. The madman is Magus Supreme, which also anoints him as Headmaster to the Academiae to oversee the education of our children!

Ruin has taken this land by coup. But there is hope. The Elsar ask us to resist evil. We rid ourselves of one woman who tried to govern us. We must do so again. Demand an Inquisitorial Hearing to bring these acolytes of Ruin to justice.

If they can lay claim to violence, so can we.”

—excerpt from a Cleric’s sermon in Aelius’s Quarter



Eighteenth day of the Month of Frost, eight months after the Great Unraveling

Most days, all Sarai saw was blood.

Its iron-rich tang trailed her from Edessan courtrooms to discreet bits of vigilantism to her dreams, where she, on occasion, still relived a night that had altered the course of her life. Then, eight months ago, had come a reckoning that had changed her future.

Today, the crowd bayed for blood too. This time, it was hers.

The Amphitheatrum Aequitas fenced her on all sides, stage and prison. Snowcapped white marble and intricate arches quaked with the tread of eager feet. A midwinter gust ruffled the tendrils escaping from her braid as spectators from Edessa and the most devout parts of Ur Dinyé jostled each other across the five tiers of seating in the land’s largest courthouse, angling for a better view. She hadn’t seen a more heavily attended trial than the Great Unraveling—the public’s term for her Summoning of Death and killing Aelius eight months ago. Of course, that was why she was here today.

Even if they refused to call it a trial.

“Silence!” A stentorian voice sliced through the crowd’s chatter. “This Inquisitorial Hearing is convened.”

Hearing. Sarai grit her teeth. Gods, the words they use to obfuscate a thing’s purpose.

A host of men emerged from the Petitors’ Entrance to the Aequitas, sporting beige and blue robes and an irritated mien at the subtle insult. Cassandane had politely but firmly refused them entrance through the main doors, though she couldn’t deny the Inquisitors access to the Tetrarchy’s seats.

The priests of the Elsarian Order, Ur Dinyé’s dominant religion, parted like a wave at the dais. Four Inquisitors took the Tetrarchy’s seats, dark blue–edged robes spilling against the marble like the waters of the Meridies Ocean. Master Cleric Linus and his Clerics fanned out their lighter robes and arrayed themselves on the steps. The same ramrod-straight backs, the same sneer on all twenty faces.

She stilled when an Inquisitor openly raked her over with gray eyes. An odd, white veil shrouded the lower half of his face from philtrum to jaw, leaving his nose and gaze bare, but there was no mistaking his amusement. Her half-frozen hands curled into fists.

“Petitor Sarai of Arsamea,” Inquisitor Blasius, who had called for silence, surveyed her from behind his beard with the aplomb of a man who’d caught a rat in a trap. “Tibi gratias ago for coming.”

Not that I had a havïd choice. “I’m happy to make the time.”

Jeers rose from the white and silver banners waving from the eastern flank of the Aequitas. Aelius’s acolytes were out in full force to witness the verbal bloodsport they had demanded.

“Yes, there’s the matter of time.” Inquisitor Verentia cocked a dark eyebrow, her thin lips pursed. It wasn’t lost on Sarai that the only woman to have ascended the ranks of the Elsarian Order had taken the seat usually occupied by Cassandane. “Eight months for an Inquisitorial Hearing. An unprecedented delay.”

“Edessa had only two Tetrarchs until the Month of Seeding. My caseload was equally without precedent.”

“Remind me again, why we were missing two Tetrarchs?” Satisfaction radiated off Verentia when Sarai exhaled. “You threw the capital and the land into chaos. You can’t claim victimhood after the fact.

Sarai swallowed past the knot in her throat when the crowd roared their agreement. Why did this hurt? She was no stranger to dislike. The sour folk of Arsamea had made her youth a living hell. Aelius and Tullus had broken her body and left her seething at the wrong man for four years. Her dearest friend had delivered her into their hands. And the debacle with the scuta even before then certainly hadn’t endeared her to the public.

Yet, there was a new virulence to the past eight months. People had been content to support her and Kadra when they had been seen as running counter to Aelius’s established government. Now, Kadra was the established government. Every time he burned someone alive, justice began looking a lot like tyranny.

“Let’s begin.” Blasius stood, lifting both hands to the sky in an echo of Aelius’s statue towering over the Aequitas, still smiling benignly skyward. “Today, we, the Inquisitors for the High Elsar, call to Truth, to Wisdom, to crack open the heart before us such that we may discern—”

That’s my havïd heart you’re talking about. Her fists went white-knuckled as he invoked all six gods of the pantheon of the High Elsar—Wrath had been relegated to the ambiguous Elsar again. Anger and exhaustion warred for purchase in her gut.

In the weeks after the Unraveling, she had dared envision her future: long years of righting wrongs with the man she loved. But her eyes had been too hopeful. Governance was a game of likability. She had lost before she’d had a chance to begin.

It had begun innocuously enough.

Outrage had swept Ur Dinyé after the reveal that Aelius’s fulgur scuta, or lightning shields, were in fact lightning rods designed to prey on the devout while dispossessing them of their land when the inevitable bolt struck during stormfall and razed their homes to brick and ash. The Metals Guild had borne most of the public’s scorn, but the Elsarian Order and the over-religious had seen their share of mockery. And that had been her first mistake—assuming that groups that had fallen from the height of power would accept defeat. Assuming that they would be too busy licking their wounds for immediate retaliation.

First had come their ousting of Aelius’s replacement Tetrarch. Like Harion, Marzia had allied with the Guilds to fund her campaign and bought herself a victorious election, but Sarai had felt sorry for her when she’d fled the capital three weeks later after Aelius’s Quarter had impeached her for incompetence. Then, throngs of hecklers had begun appearing at her trials with Kadra.

Marzia had been practice. She was next.

Protests, false accusations of Aelius’s martyrdom and of her and Kadra having committed a coup—she hadn’t expected any of it to stick. But repeating a lie long enough and loud enough gave it credence. Over months, a fringe belief had become a competing truth—an easy thing in the insular capital of Edessa, the proud jewel of Ur Dinyé’s south. Because as much as she sought to do right by its people, they preferred a scapegoat for their woes.

Aelius’s devotees had known that the Tetrarchy wouldn’t prosecute her. So, in a devastating blow, they had allied with the Elsarian Order to spread venom. She had finally understood it then. The Unraveling had affected too much across the land: politics, religion, and the rule of law. Too many had lost power because of her. Now, they would reclaim it by discrediting her.

“All will be well,” Gaius had insisted yesterday when she’d shown as much interest in her amphora of wine as Anek did in men. “You’ve nothing to hide.”

“That’s just it!” She had slapped the hapless table with mounting hurt. “I shouldn’t have to prove a thing! Thousands saw me Summon Death.”

“You can show people the truth, Petitor Sarai. But you can’t make them believe it.”

“Then what good is showing it to them?”

Gaius had wisely said nothing.

A dull roar rumbled through the audience. Inhaling sharply, she searched for who had spiked the commotion. Her gaze caught on the front row. A wave of relief nearly sent her to her knees. They came.

Garbed in her customary bronze-edged crimson robes, Head Tetrarch Cassandane entered the court’s most opulent seating box—traditionally used by Petitors. Her stunning features pulled into the same strained smile that had graced it since the Unraveling. The country hadn’t reacted well to its first female Head Tetrarch. No doubt the minutiae of her expressions would be picked apart by the crowd.

Anek followed Cassandane, fiery curls loosely contained at their nape. Sarai’s throat tightened at the wink they shot her. Short black hair slicked to his skull, Harion sauntered in with a haughty sniff. Here to see who wins and ally with them no doubt.

And then, him.

Magus Supreme Drenevan bu Kadra, her very heart, strode into the box with predatory elegance. The morning sun ran adoring fingers over his silhouette, limning a face that was a monument to ruthlessness and a map of severity.

Few would call him handsome. High cheekbones framed a hard nose that had likely been broken in youth and a jaw like a blade. The stern line of his lips rarely knew genuine amusement, and the weight of his position had etched grim grooves around them too early. Yet, the potent brew of cunning and power that clung to him had every breath stilling in fearful awe. Under his grip, the gilded viewing seat became a throne. He was its black-robed god and the Aequitas an unworthy people. Quiet settled over the crowd when the piercing gaze that most of the country found terrifying settled on her.

Heat pricked at her eyes when he inclined his head, a smile curving his mouth. The quietest of salutes. Torn between laughter and tears, she raised her chin in silent, amused question. So, this is “quietly observing”?

The responding gleam in his eyes insisted that he saw it that way.

She touched a hand to his crest pin at her throat in silent gratitude and watched his eyes soften. Her spine ceased its painful stiffness. The crowd’s interested murmurs told her that it wasn’t lost on them that the Tetrarchy had chosen to arrive after the priests. They may as well have put up banners saying they intended to have the last word.

“You don’t have to come,” she had grimly informed Kadra weeks ago, once the realization that she was facing an Inquisitorial Hearing had settled in. “In fact, you probably shouldn’t.”

On the other side of the desk in his tablinum, he’d raised an eyebrow.

“They’ll argue that your presence skewed the Hearing or that you put the fear of Death into the Inquisitors so they’d go gently with me. Everyone only sees me as an extension of you. That’s—” why I need to prove that I can handle this on my own. She exhaled heavily. “Kadra, I need to beat them.”

Black fabric trailed over the edge of his desk as he’d rounded it to gaze down at her with quiet gravity. “Inquisitors of the Elsarian Order do not see fairness as a strength.”

Her stomach had sunk somewhere in the vicinity of her ankles. Master Cleric Linus was the Order’s highest religious official in Edessa, but the Inquisitors oversaw the Order’s reach across all thirteen lands, a powerful cabal within an already secretive organization. No one even knew how many there were across the world. “You think they’ll overreach.”

He’d nodded, absently circling the rim of his wineglass with a finger. “It isn’t unheard of for Petitors to enter the Order. The Inquisitors will bring one.”

So, I’ll be Examined too. Her words tested for truth or lie like a defendant’s. Her hands, tremulous on the best of days, had jolted at the thought. She’d quickly moved them to her lap, but the slight crease in his brow said he’d caught the movement.

“Won’t you let me come?” The whimsical note in his voice had shredded her arguments more effectively than reason could have. “I’ll quietly observe. No more.”

She gaped at the wistful look on his face. On a man who looked like the epitome of Wrath most days, the effect was shattering. And godsdammit, his robe was slipping off his left shoulder.

“Well…” she cleared her throat when the robe slid down further and bared a muscled deltoid, “perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad if you were there.”

“The capital would talk if I didn’t show,” he agreed, leaning in.

“And you’d only be sitting there.”

“An excellent idea.” He’d tilted her chin up, a hungry glint in those black eyes. “Now, Petitor Sarai, it’s past noon. What do you say to retiring?”

Still vaguely dazed, she’d let him draw her into his arms.

In the present, Sarai bit back a smile as it struck her that she’d been tricked.

Blasius seemed to be biting back something too, though it was likely less complimentary. “May our pleas bear fruit in the Bright Realms,” he finished the prayer through gritted teeth.

“As the Elsar will it,” Sarai mouthed the crowd’s chorus as everyone took their seats.

And then, it was only her, facing twenty priests and four Inquisitors intent on evisceration. She hid her trembling fingers behind her back.

Verentia steepled her hands. “Petitor Sarai of Arsamea, why did you agree to this Hearing?”

To once again offer transparency to people who prefer conspiracy. “To speak the truth.”

The nod one of the Clerics seated on the steps gave Verentia told her that Kadra had been right. They’d brought along a former Petitor. Her chest tightened at the insult. Zosta, the rune for “Examination,” glowed on the priest’s armilla, the rune-engraved bracelet allowing magic-users quick access to power without having to draw the runes in blood.

“Certo, you appreciate that an Inquisitorial Hearing is an extraordinary remedy,” Verentia tapped the arms of Cassandane’s seat to underscore the point. “Used only when the truth of a theological matter is so contested that we, who’ve studied and know the Elsar best, must provide clarity. We have been called to do so for the day now referred to as the Great Unraveling that occurred eight months ago here. Do you concur?”

Don’t lose your temper. “I agree that we’re here to discuss the Unraveling. However, if the events therein are being contested, it is by those who didn’t see them. The truth was clear to everyone who was there.”

“Truth cannot be decided only by those who experience it.”

Of all the havïd nonsense. Anger cleaved the restraints on her tongue. “It must, or it slips into hindsight and hearsay.”

Some in the crowd whistled. Her eyes narrowed at the glower that twisted Blasius’s face. An easy target.

“I see why the people of Edessa demanded this Hearing. Your belligerence in the face of the accusations against you is astounding.”

Belligerent. Bitter. Arsamea had thrown those words at her for eighteen years. “Those accusations are verifiably false, Inquisitor.”

That brought on a cacophony of protests from Aelius’s devotees. The priests smirked through the furor while the rest of the audience waited, torn between believing her and the allure of a scapegoat for their troubles. And it was the latter that hurt most.

How had so little changed after all she had done? She hadn’t expected fanfare but dared hope for peace. Instead, she drank daily of the bitter brew doled out to women in politics, required to pantomime serenity every day while the land tried to crucify her. If Harion had killed Aelius, would he have faced the same scrutiny?

Verentia spread her hands in mock sympathy. “Unfortunately, the populace disagrees.”

Sarai willed the blood pounding in her ears to slow. “Disagreeing with the truth doesn’t change it. Former Head Tetrarch Aelius was a supremely cruel, religious hypocrite and mass murderer.” She paused to let his worshippers bellow their outrage. “But I’ve since learned that he was quite generous with his ill-gotten gains. He earmarked a large portion of nationally collected taxes for his Quarter’s benefit. It seems that his people see reverting back to equality as ignominy.” Fury honed her voice to a knife’s point. “I have read all the petitions made against me. Thousands insisted that I was siphoning funds intended for Aelius’s Quarter. Unfortunately, it is their Quarter that has been siphoning funds intended for the nation.”

That injustice finally brought the quiet majority of the onlookers to their feet. She knew that if she turned, she’d find a smile playing on Kadra’s lips at her having turned the audience against each other.

“Silence!” Verentia snapped, gritting her teeth when the crowd ignored her. “I said—”

“By Wisdom,” the veiled Inquisitor’s voice broke in. Sarai cast around for his name. Silvus, the newest man to enter the Order’s fold. “How very easy it is to get you all fighting.”

The audience stopped cold in the same breath that she did. Silvus’s gray eyes raked her, sans lechery yet infinitely more disturbing for how much they seemed to see. She held his gaze, granting neither of them any quarter. His cheeks rose, the veil over his mouth shrouding what could be a grin.

“Petitors Veritas,” he murmured. “Seekers of Truth. The title of your job has shortened over the years, but you and I aren’t so different. We provide the thirteen lands with clarity. You examine trees. I see the forest.”

She stiffened at his meaning. The Order had chapters throughout the world. Eyes and ears that fed Inquisitors information and kept people staring skyward, contemplating a glorious afterlife rather than societal pains. Meanwhile, the Tetrarchy received limited news from outside Edessa’s walls and relied entirely on Praetors and Tribunes to send them their locales’ grievances.

Silvus blithely planted his chin in his hand and smiled. “Governments aren’t institutions that inspire much devotion.”

No, philosophies do. Like the Order. “Are you bragging, Inquisitor?”

His brows rose. “I only thought to note that you and your lover have legitimized the use of political violence. A dangerous precedent. Now, it can be used against you.”

Air burned out of her lungs in a bitter exhale, fogging the frigid air. Lover. The designation wouldn’t make a man lose credibility but the whistles and jeers that accompanied Silvus’s pronouncement was proof that she had. He’d eroded the cautious trust she had built with the audience in mere seconds.

“The Elsarian Order demonizes violence when it’s often the only way for oppressed peoples to throw off their yoke,” she bit out. “Would you rather that we’d left Aelius’s scuta to set Edessa aflame?”

“If your rule requires violence to enforce it, then is it legitimate?”

“I didn’t kill Aelius to enforce anyone’s rule, but to see justice done.” She struggled to keep her voice calm when the spectators’ epithets grew louder. “Perhaps the Order spends too much time watching forests to see it, but sometimes, the only way to justice is blood. Because the law, as largely shaped by religious determinations of morality, has failed people.”

That earned her a chorus of contemplative murmurs, but Silvus’s gray gaze lit with laughter. “Then, I hope you never fail the people. It would be a pity to see you impaled on your own blade.”

Unease pricked at her nape. “I—”

“We’ve heard enough of your rationale.” Verentia held up a hand. “Relate that day’s events.”

Her lips parted to repeat the same sequence she had given before curious crowds and diplomats for months in an effort at transparency. It had changed nothing. The fatigue she’d been reining in throughout the deluge of work since the Unraveling swamped her. The Elsarian Order were vultures, waiting for her collapse.

You wish it had been you. It was in their clenched jaws, slitted eyes. The most important moment for the Elsarian religion in decades, and one of your own wasn’t behind it. Sliding her frigid fingers into her pockets for warmth, she ended her recitation.

“Quite a tale.” Verentia’s frenetic tapping on Cassandane’s seat resumed. “How well-versed are you in the Codices?”

“I haven’t read much beyond the Gospels of Wisdom.”

“Have you pledged yourself to any god?”

Sarai tensed at the Inquisitor’s thoughtful mien. What are you planning? “I haven’t.”

“Have you encountered one of the Elsar before?”

The audience was rapt, quiet. “I saw Lord Death some five years ago when I nearly died at Tetrarchs Aelius and Tullus’s hands,” she reminded them. Judging by the yowling from Aelius’s worshippers, they thought he should have finished the job.

“Unlearned and unpledged, yet you’ve seen one of the most elusive of the Elsar twice.” Verentia ceased her tapping. “Why do you think Lord Death appeared to you and not one of his many faithful?”

Sarai watched her warily. “Because I was able to Summon him.”

“So, you’re a Twelfth-Tier magus then?” Verentia’s teeth gleamed. Her trap sprung shut.

Shit. Sarai flinched.

Among the challenges posed by her lack of formal education was her limited understanding of the complexities of magic. Her lessons with Magus Telmar had taught her that it wasn’t so simple as an inner wellspring of power that was unlocked upon use of a rune.

A magic-user, or magus’s, body had twelve inner Thresholds—spigots of varying strength. Crossing the First provided a trickle of power, sustainable for over a day by most. Runes like zosta that she used for Examination, required opening of the Fourth Threshold and could drain her in fifteen hours. But crossing the Twelfth unleashed a torrent that bled the user of magic and killed them in minutes—magic and life force being intertwined. Almost no one had the control to seal the Twelfth Threshold after crossing it. But the rare, rare, unfathomably powerful user who could access and leash that deluge of power at will were known as Twelfth-Tier magi. Like Aelius. And Kadra.

Not her.

A smile crawled across Blasius’s face at her silence. “You are aware, certo, that Summoning runes are largely Twelfth-Tier Runes and require the user to cross the Twelfth Threshold?”

“I am.”

“Then, you should have no difficulty with my question,” Verentia said smoothly. “Are you a Twelfth-Tier magus?”

Exhaustion and anger buzzed in her skull. “In that moment, I was.”

Blasius’s gaze glittered with triumph. “That isn’t how magic works.”

“It’s how desperation works,” she bit out.

“Why were you so desperate, Petitor Sarai?” Spittle flecked his beard when he hissed the word. “Was it because the Magus Supreme’s death stripped you of the power he’d cloaked you with?”

The Aequitas fell dangerously quiet. Rage balled in her chest, pulsing with a violent heartbeat of its own. Because there were a thousand things that had forced her into this Hearing. That she was uneducated. That she was a northern woman. That she was a salaried government official beholden to a people intent on tearing their own land to shreds in bigotry’s name.

And that there was no better way to get to Kadra than through her.

“Absolutely not.” Her voice rang clear.

Blasius’s eyes slitted when the Order’s Petitor-turned-Cleric confirmed that she wasn’t lying. “Then what made you so desperate?”

Her breath puffed out in a smoky sigh swallowed by the wind. These hypocrites wouldn’t understand love if it slapped them. Turning, she glanced at the man who held her heart.

A muscle worked in Kadra’s jaw. He had told her that she didn’t have to do this, to cut herself open before a crowd once again. But to be a politician was to either outmaneuver people or be deposed by them. She wasn’t a Twelfth-Tier magus or a Tetrarch, but she could do this much. For him, for peace. Her smile was a quiet promise. Kadra’s gaze altered and sharpened as he sat up in his seat. She turned around.

“There is nothing that I wouldn’t do for Magus Supreme Kadra. No Threshold I wouldn’t cross for his sake.” She spoke faster when Verentia’s gloating smile parted. “Exactly as you all feel about the High Elsar, I imagine.”

The crowd’s stifled laughter altered to stunned murmurs. The final Inquisitor who’d been silent until now looked staggered.

“The two aren’t remotely comparable. You speak of sentiment. What we hold is—”

“Wisdom and Wrath, do the Inquisitors for the gods hold no sentiment toward them?” Sarai pressed a hand to her lips in feigned shock. “What is devotion without love? What keeps you tethered to your posts? Fear?”

A hush swept the Aequitas. Verentia shot the suddenly wordless Inquisitor a glare. “The target of that sentiment is different. One is human, and the other so divine that—”

“And yet, I Summoned the divine because of a human,” Sarai mused. “How strange that your divine sentiment has Summoned no one.”

One by one, the Elsarian Order turned a becoming shade of puce. Looking inches from an aneurysm, Blasius shot to his feet. “For all we know, it was Ruin you Summoned not Death!”

Finally. They’d reached the pinnacle of the accusations against her. “And what have I done to merit that outrageous accusation?” She knew she’d erred the second her voice rang out across the Aequitas. Too harsh, too loud.

Verentia’s measured chuckle made stark contrast. “We’re well aware that you have a temper, Petitor Sarai, but try not to embarrass yourself. You’re the subject of a Hearing. Rein it in.”

Her blood boiled. At the corner of her eye, she saw Kadra’s features harden with lethal promise. It seemed to be costing him everything to keep his word to her not to interfere.

Blasius took advantage of her brittle silence. “The facts are that you continue to hide your disfigurement, proof itself of an unnatural survival—”

The audience gasped when Sarai touched a bloodied fingertip to her armilla. She hadn’t needed to prick it with the pin slotted into the white gold bracelet. Her nails had already drawn blood from her clenched palms.

Crimson sank into nihumb, the rune for “Concealment,” which flared silver. The weak illusion over her skin faded, scars unfurling like vines. Hundreds of eyes fastened on her and slid away in disgust. She hated their morbid curiosity. She might even hate them.

Stalking toward the slew of priests on the dais to the Tetrarchy’s seats, she presented herself for their perusal with a raised eyebrow. “Well?”

Verentia seemed lost for words. Fascination briefly lit and vanished from Silvus’s gaze before it turned impassive.

“Inquisitors, yours is a tiresome reaction. I’m no priest with too much time for leisure, but a Petitor to a Tetrarch. I conceal my scars to save the minutes of gawking each petitioner would otherwise eat up during my workday.” Heat throbbed behind her eyes, making the tilt of her chin feel short of the strength she wanted to exude. “Twice now, Lord Death has allowed me to live. A good portion of Edessa saw him at the Unraveling. Any accusations that I Summoned Ruin are baseless.”

Blasius slammed a fist against the arms of his seat. “How are we to prove that? The memory is walled off, can’t be Materialized by a Petitor! We dug and dug, but—”

“Enough!” Verentia roared with sudden panic.

Sarai’s jaw dropped as Blasius’s meaning registered. “You’ve dug?” she repeated. “You Probed people who were at the Unraveling to see if I was lying?” She turned to the Petitor-turned-Cleric sitting on the steps, who avoided her gaze. “Searching people’s memories is a punishment, reserved for those on trial or on their deathbed before it!”

Blasius waved a hand. “They were handsomely compensated.”

Verentia flinched when the crowd erupted, roaring from all five-tiers.

Sarai dug a hand into her tangled braid, still reeling. Wrath’s teeth, they just fucked themselves over. Ur Dinyé wasn’t pleased with her infractions, but they wouldn’t abide the Order’s either. She wanted to revel in how thoroughly the Order had compromised their case, but she couldn’t find any glee.

“This is madness.” She walked away from the dais, too weary to look at them. “I haven’t read all eighty-three volumes of the Codices, but I can imagine why the Elsar prevent Probing and Materialization of memories involving them and why they don’t appear during a second Summoning by the same person. Else they’d be called to heel over and over to grant wishes for some Twelfth-Tier with a swollen head and dreams of conquest. Or the rare moments when they interact with us would be Materialized and exploited as tools of oppression, and they would be, wouldn’t they, Inquisitors?”

“We are not on trial!” Blasius seemed to have given up on professionalism. “There are omens that the gods are angry with you—”

“By all means, let’s talk about these omens! Do you mean the riots in the north due to Guild greed? The whispers of a beetle plague ravaging northern cities? I’m neither a Guildswoman nor a proper healer, Inquisitor, so please do tell me how I am to blame for these woes and what I’ve gained. Because if there’s anyone who has ever benefited from waxing rhapsodic about omens, it has only ever been the Elsarian Order.”

She had never heard the Aequitas so quiet. A vein throbbed in Blasius’s temple. A push, and he’ll go over. She readied to lance him and end this, when Verentia cleared her throat.

“The land hasn’t seen such upheaval since the fall of the monarchy. The Tetrarchy is spread thin. The Order must ensure that you aren’t following false gods into the future.”

Sarai slanted a withering glance at Blasius. “And you still didn’t see anything wrong with Aelius.”

He tipped over. “To proscribe violence is to become an animal!” Ignoring Verentia’s attempts to grab him, Blasius strode down the dais to brandish a finger in her face. “Your duty was to arraign him!”

“While he was trying to purge the Aequitas? If you Probed those witnesses, you saw his actions before Death’s arrival. You know his guilt,” she roared, facing the amassed crowd to indict them for their role in this insanity.

“The gods had a purpose for him that you cut short! Who are you to determine his guilt?”

“I’m a godsdamned Petitor!” The world throbbed around her. “It’s my job!”

“You never trained for it, you fucking mountain bitch! You staged a coup with him.” He jabbed the finger she was dying to break off in Kadra’s direction and froze at the raging malevolence in his eyes. “You’re nothing without him…” The insult came out as a croak.

“Gods, every accusation is always a confession with you lot! You’re nothing without this tale of being favored by the Elsar. That’s why you descended here, because I succeeded in meeting one when you didn’t. As for those who wrote to you, who want my head,” she glared at the ivory and silver banners draping the tiers, “you’ve been so coddled by the privilege of existing in the wealthiest Quarter in the capital of Ur Dinyé that you can’t stomach anyone else receiving the same benefits you do!”

At their taunts, she shoved up her sleeve and pressed more blood from her nail-scratched palms into tasum, the rune for the Fourth Threshold, then zosta. A stable stream of power unfurled from her chest like a lock had clicked open. Blasius’s speech took on the faint echo that meant that she was Examining him for truth.

“Go on. Deny it then!” She gestured. “Say that you’re here because of my actions and not your greed.”

Verentia had frozen to her seat as the Hearing disintegrated around her, fingers uselessly tapping the seat. “We’re only here,” she tried again, “to settle the truth of what happened.”

A discordant note rang through Sarai. Lie. “Then, settle it.” Her voice hardened. “If you’re so certain, then toss me in a dungeon and formalize Aelius as a Saint. Elsar knows he wanted that badly enough. Let’s see what omens the Elsar’ll rain down on you for proclaiming a megalomaniac as a minor god.”

The spectators’ roar told her she’d finally won most of them over. Aelius’s group’s jeers had a desperation to them now. Blasius seemed to finally realize that he’d blundered badly. He looked to a near-catatonic Verentia on the dais and a blatantly amused Silvus. His face darkened.

“This is why you need the gods,” he snarled at the Aequitas. “This animalistic, moblike idiocy will be your ruin!”

Verentia sunk her head into her hands when the crowd began tossing produce at the dais. A tomato splattered on a Cleric’s face. Ruin’s teeth, that would’ve been for me had I lost.

She faced Blasius and dropped her voice. “People don’t like to be told what to believe, Inquisitor. They like to think that they reached that conclusion on their own.”

“Don’t lecture me, mountain bitch—” He froze, gray eyes widening with dawning realization.

She smiled pleasantly. “Why do you think I agreed to this?” Leaving him to blanch, she turned to Verentia. “Well? What truth have you found today?”

The Inquisitor heaved a sigh. “It happened as you said it did, Petitor Sarai.” Her eyes shone with bitterness and a grudging respect. “This Hearing is concluded.”

Aelius’s people rose in a wobbly wall of white and silver, swearing up and down that every one of the Inquisitors had been bought while the rest of the audience viewed them with the mocking amusement reserved for those who had no chance at intelligence. Silvus spared her a veiled smile before the Elsarian Order numbly rose and followed a raging Blasius out of the Aequitas to peals of laughter.

She felt nothing as they maneuvered around her. Neither victory nor relief. Only cold, hard certainty that this wouldn’t be the last time she would have to play this game and find a new way to win.

Verentia was the last to leave the dais. With one last wistful glance at Cassandane’s seat, she strode down and paused by Sarai. “Silvus wasn’t wrong. Law and order fell by your hand.” There was no venom in the words, only resignation. Perhaps this had been as much pantomime for her as for Sarai. “You must contend with the consequences—everyone now knows that they can do the same.”

I know. And I don’t know how to fight them all. The fatigue she’d long held back sank bone-deep, endurance and magic stretched thin. She took a shaky step toward the seating box the Tetrarchy waited in and found herself swarmed by new well-wishers and admirers. For how long? Until the next crisis has you turning on me again?

“Never doubted you for a second.” A woman pumped her hand furiously. Sarai fought a flinch when a man attempted to do the same.

“—the extent of the coin Aelius’s Quarter must have received over the years!”

“The roads in Cassandane’s could use some work.”

“I—” she sagged when the volley of questions continued. Ruin’s teeth.

Hands gripped her shoulders and drew her back against a warm chest. “That’ll be a matter for Head Tetrarch Cassandane,” a beautiful, dulcet voice pronounced. Kadra’s thumbs found the back of her neck and drew a long, tender stroke down. She nearly melted, her heart squeezing hard with love and exhaustion.

A hand pulled her from Kadra’s grasp. He let go, gaze as hot as a knife on her cheek. Rest, those black eyes ordered, I’ll contain them.

Faintly heartsick, she allowed Anek to drag her toward the Petitor’s Entrance, feeling rather like the world had liquefied into an ocean. It tipped when they wrangled her onto her mare, Caelum.

“I haven’t spent any time with him in weeks,” she mumbled.

“Wrath and Ruin, I don’t need that picture in my head. And that’s with my having read every volume of The Alternate Histories of the Sidran Tower Girl.” Anek patted Sarai’s shoulder when she groaned. “Nicely played. I wondered why you agreed to this, but it was a masterstroke.”

She slumped into Caelum’s mane. “You think it worked?”

“Oh, yes.” Anek’s incisive gaze swept the crowd. “Cease thinking and rest. You’ve had quite an ordeal.”

They sent the mare off with a slap on the rump. By the time she reached Aoran Tower, she was practically insensate. But Verentia’s pronouncement haunted her when she unlocked the gate into Kadra’s home, when she nearly drowned in the bath while falling asleep as she sloughed off travel dust, and when she finally trudged upstairs to his bed and collapsed into a sea of black and gold sheets.

Law and order fell by your hand. Everyone now knows that they can do the same.
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“When the land burns, history will ask why. It’ll wonder how we missed the signs that flare rune-bright in hindsight. It’ll sigh that we fell like the malleable, ambivalent creatures the Elsar know us to be, without any cognizance that war’s bitter tide rose from a spring of our making.

Beneath Ur Dinyé’s placid surface after the monarchy’s fall, roil a thousand currents that any enterprising student of history can steer into war.

The powerful, secretive Elsarian Order seeking to impose religious governance. The Guilds’ long-held monopoly of northern resources against the economic reform posited by Tetrarchy. The elite wealthy against us all. Stormfall crowning our skies.

A historian’s task then rises above an arbiter of fact to an observer of pain. To examine these conflicts for betterment, detriment, or stagnation. Learn how they’ve been woven into each other. Find their weavers and those threads that, if strengthened in one fight, can ruin another.

Watch for symptoms of war. If the public is vigilant, then the public cannot be fooled.”

—excerpt from a lecture by Magus Telmar



Winter mornings drained Edessa of color, painting the citadel that housed the Academiae with charcoal and silver and draping the Tower Gates in gossamer shadows. For once, the city seemed as it was: an insular spiderweb of secrets that dictated life in Ur Dinyé. Home, and yet a battlefield.

Frost limned Sarai’s cloak and trailed the length of her braid. The first rays of sun broke over the Academiae’s presently bauble-laced tree boughs, its artfully trimmed gardens hidden by a crisp carpet of snow. Just off the cobblestone path, a group of tall, blond, water magi from the distant land of Usten sat in bewilderingly thin leather tunics and trousers, murmuring in melodic accents as they shaped ice into a frozen flight of birds. The Academiae spared no expense for its winter graduation, and despite Kadra’s opinions to the contrary, Cassandane insisted that everything proceed as it always had.

“We’ve much to prove.” The Head Tetrarch had looked haggard at their last meeting before the Hearing, crimson robes echoing the strained blood vessels in her eyes. “We can’t give the public any reason to believe that we’ll upend their lives more than we already have. People don’t care that you did it to protect them, Sarai. They only remember that it made them feel scared.”

The irony. Kadra’s deviation from established law had ruined Edessa’s tyrants. Now came the bitter task of holding on to power via the same system that had been proven not to work, all because folk liked the idea of change more than they liked its implementation. The people she sought to protect had become those she had to outmaneuver.

Ahead, an ornate metal steeple pierced the bruised dawn sky like a sword thrust through flame. The Academaie’s marble student chapel rang with a lusty chorus of song and prayer for glorious careers, coin a plenty, and a blessed beginning to a new era in the graduates’ lives.

The cavern of dead dreams she barely visited these days let out a sad thrum. If the Fall hadn’t happened five years ago, she would have been among those gleeful graduates last winter, linking arms with friends, reminiscing of sneaking back into their dormitories after a night in the city. She would be… young. The thought was as foreign to her as the Elsarian chapel was to Usten’s water magi, who were casting flabbergasted glances at the uproarious singing.

She silently added her voice to the mix. After all, the gods were real, even if she found them in other places. Her soft exhale drew a shroud over a past that had not been, and she walked on toward what was.

She nearly ran into an agromagus after two steps.

“Petitor Sarai, I wrote to you last week and have heard nothing.” The violet-robed man’s chest swelled at this ignominy. “Bad enough that the north is rioting, but now, word abounds of this beetle plague they’ve got. Should we be concerned?”

Not this again. She sighed. “I know as much as you do. The coalition of northern Praetors have not shared the type of beetle causing the damage or the extent of the injury to their cities, so my lack of response was no insult. I cannot share what I don’t have.”

The agromagus puffed his chest out further, bringing his crest pin of a desert ironwood—Ur Dinyé’s national tree—to prominence. “Northerners visit Edessa daily,” he spat as though the poorer half of the land were beetles themselves. “Having them inspected prior to entry is fine and well, but what if the vigiles miss something? The south holds most of Ur Dinyé’s viable farmland! We risk famine. As a northerner, you may not understand—”

“I do,” she said with more ice than the eavesdropping magi from Usten were sculpting with. “As I have repeatedly told your colleagues, the coalition of northern Praetors has informed us that these beetles swarm cities. Unlike the north, the south lacks mountainous terrain to veil a swarm’s arrival. The magi patrolling our city walls will raze them long before they’re a threat.”

The agromagus looked mollified. “They’ll burn to a crisp?”

She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Yes.”

“Nevertheless, ask the Magus Supreme to consider a ban on northerners. I await your reply.”

He was off before she could snap that this northerner had no intention of writing back.

“I,” she muttered to no one, “am not Kadra’s errand girl.”

“Keep telling yourself that.” A heavy hand came down on her shoulders. Harion snorted when she flinched and darted away. “How does our Magus Supreme handle this jumping?” His brows rose. “Does he restrain you during a fuck? That’d be excellent material for a new volume of The Alternate Histories of the Sidran Tower Girl.”

Usten’s magi had given up all pretense at work and were blatantly staring now. An intricate sculpture of a desert ironwood bled water behind them.

Had she been in better spirits, she would have given voice to the epithets burgeoning on her tongue, perhaps ribbed him for the bruise-like colors he had chosen upon becoming Tetrarch—sapphire blue and emerald green—or perhaps she wouldn’t have reacted at all to the jibes of a man who, for as long as she’d known him, sought self-aggrandization at everyone else’s expense. But now, scarcely a day after the Hearing, she just felt raw. Looked at and judged so much that parts of her had been scraped off.

“What the fuck do you want?” A hiss like a dagger through air.

Harion’s brows rose, sly levity winking out in his eyes. “Touchy. Inform Kadra to calm down with his inspections of Guild wagons leaving Edessa. The new Grains Guildmaster is highly displeased with this interference into how he runs his business.”

Anger bristled up her spine. “This would be the same Grains Guild that insists that their crop yielded poorly this year and that they can’t meet their obligations under the Distribution Act? The one that’s directly led to the northern riots?”

Harion adjusted the button at the notch of his throat with a shrug. “The truth is vastly overrated, mountain girl. Quell the riots the old-fashioned way and spill some northern blood. You and Kadra are slim on allies, and going after the Guilds won’t do you any favors.”

It wouldn’t. But blame for the riots could be laid at the feet of all fifty-eight Guilds. Once hailed as bastions for the working class where they could earn some shred of power during Ur Dinyé’s monarchical era, the south’s Guilds had evolved from independent mercantile coalitions to powerful institutions, largely unbeholden to the law in the name of good business. The only leash that kept them from bleeding every Urd dry was the Distribution Act—a centuries-old contract between north and south stipulating that resources mined, harvested, or collected in both regions must be shared with the other as per the Act’s percentages. Percentages dictated by the Guilds, of course.

Despite their wealth of ore, limestone, and clay, the north had little viable farmland. And the snobbish south had refused to barter food for metal without the Guilds as intermediaries. Thus had come a trade bargain worthy of Ruin herself. The coalition of northern Praetors hadn’t stood a chance during the “negotiation” of the Distribution Act. Only the Guilds had the coin for investing in mining operations and the numbers to ensure nationwide supply of gathered resources. Or to destroy any northern business that attempted to compete with them. The choice had been to bleed or bow, and the north had folded forward. Centuries later, the results remained catastrophic. Northern locales had no claim to their resources, and their peoples were little more than the Guilds’ indentured labor.

“The Tetrarchy legislates crime and social governance. It has no oar in the free market,” Ioratius, the newly appointed Grains Guildmaster, had reminded Sarai when she’d raised the subject weeks ago. Iron-gray beard trimmed neatly, he wore a genial smile like a sword and had emptied a pouch of aurei on the table between them like a shield. “Your visit is an unjustifiable incursion into Guild business.”

“Not if Magus Supreme Kadra is receiving petitions on the matter.” She ignored the bribe. “Every northern locale is entitled to an allotment of grain under the Distribution Act. You can’t halt wagons on the basis that your yield was poor.”

He tossed a gold coin in the air and caught it. “We must care for our own first.”

“Last I examined, the north is still part of Ur Dinyé and barely has the farmland to grow a few ears of wheat.” Her nails had dented the seat of his plush armchair. “It’s half ice and half desert.”

Ioratius had merely raised a brow and offered her a bound copy of the Distribution Act. “Point it out. Show me what the consequences are for putting Edessa first and halting wagons elsewhere.”

She had nearly bitten through her tongue trying not to snap that they both knew that the Act only slapped a paltry fine on the offending Guild equivalent to two weeks of profit.

A grin had crawled over Ioratius
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