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In the South:

			HOUSE CASTILLON, the Kings and Queens of Nelvorus, who ruled from Santyr until the fall of the city

			ALCITHER BLACKRAVEN, who now styles himself the Lord of Santyr

			ODENICA, a homeless thief

			TALRIEN, sister to Odenica

			TAEVUN, a criminal who has gathered power in Santyr since the fall of the city

			 

			ROMERUS, a young man of high birth

			BYA, cousin to Romerus

			 

			BEXDAEN, a farmer

			NESEJE, the leader of the community of Shorigen

			HOUSE HATHRID, a minor house

			HOUSE CARTEO, a minor house

			 

			CERUS NAENTERI, the Lord of Iltren

			ALDREA, a military captain who serves under Lord Cerus

			LATHEM ABRION, a Northern lord who has fled to Iltren from Santyr. Formerly sat council with House Castillon

			CAEDRIC ABRION, brother to Lathem

			In the domain of the Sky Kings:

			EZREON, the Cloudborn King

			ETHODRED, a holy knight

			In the North:

			HOUSE TORREN, the Kings of Lancelea

			HOUSE DARKFALL, prominent allies of House Torren

			HOUSE WHITEFIRE, the Kings of Mirilia. Warred with Lancelea for decades, until very recently

			 

			Across the Sea:

			CAVADERE, a land under conquest, from whence forces previously sailed against the Kingdoms of Lancelea and Nelvorus

			



	

Part 1

			The Fortunate Ones

			



	

Chapter 1

			Odenica

			The day was bright and cold as it broke over Santyr.

			The city was still and silent beneath the dawn, breathless where only months before the streets would have been loud with clamor at first light. Whispers of snow carried down the empty streets and nestled among the broken clay and shattered glass, to await the day to come that would surely melt it all away. Where the streets were clean of broken things, blood long dry colored the cobblestones.

			Odenica crept cautiously forth from the Underway, hesitating with ears strained at every scrape of the stone slab that she pushed aside. Not a sound awaited her, as she climbed out of the narrow passage and emerged into the back alley of a neighborhood that until recently had been the Penny-Smithery. She took her bearings, breathed deeply of the clean air, and gestured to her sister below. She watched the area tensely as Talrien climbed, and kept her grip tight all the while on the leather-bound shard of iron that served as her only weapon. “Cover it back up,” she whispered, as Talrien pulled herself up above the stones. Her sister moved the slab more quietly than Odenica had done, despite her smaller stature. Odenica raised a dirtied finger to her lips once the passage was covered anew, and silence fell once again.

			The alley was barren. Axes had been taken to the walls, here, and every scrap or splinter that might burn had been picked clean. To one side Odenica could see into where a family might once have sat to sup— the house’s walls had been broken roughly away as if by the chomping of some huge beast. To the other side, only the heaviest of beams remained of a smith’s shop. The forge was cold, all grime and dust. And clean through the structure, in the city beyond she could spy the castle up on the King’s Hill. The streets were not so broken, nearer to the Keep of Castillon. Guards of some sort still roamed there, and on clear days when the sun was high, the castle’s colorful glass windows still shone so that Odenica could spot them from miles away in her desolate corner of the city.

			Yet she knew that she and Talrien were safer a thousand-fold, out here in the ruin.

			She smiled grimly, among the wreckage, and motioned for Talrien to follow her away.

			 

			They went with purpose down the Street of Twine, armored in rags but with their heads held high. The ground was unseasonably cold through the patchwork of Odenica’s shoes, and her breath was mist upon the air even as the sun shone warmly. She kept her makeshift weapon close at hand, and fidgeted with the tie in her tangled hair where it hung near her collarbone. Talrien followed wordlessly behind, carrying with her a heavy and narrow stick. In places they could hear scrapes of movement, but no one appeared to bar their path. Odenica watched the street’s corners and saw the signs of cobbled homes and leaky hideaways, but every figure she spied ducked fearfully away.

			“I spotted the place yesterday,” Odenica explained, as they maneuvered their way through the quiet streets. “Some noblefolk must have abandoned it. Door’s heavy, and locked, but pretty. The windows are all unbroken glass. Might be that Taevun and his lot never thought to look there. Or that they were too fearful to go near the place.”

			“How close is it to the castle?” Talrien asked.

			“Closer than we’ve scavenged before,” Odenica admitted. “But nothing we can’t brave.”

			“If even Taevun hasn’t sacked the place yet, perhaps it’s too dangerous.”

			Odenica slowed in her step, and looked to her sister. “It’s too dangerous for Taevun because shattering the windows would cause a racket,” she said quietly. “But you and I are cleverer than him and his brutes. Aren’t we?”

			Talrien hesitated only a moment before nodding.

			“I’ve kept us safe this long,” Odenica said firmly. “Haven’t I?”

			Another nod.

			“I know what’s best. Think on what kind of lock we might find there, rather than on second-guessing my work.” Odenica began down the street again. “If there was elsewhere nearer by, where something valuable might yet be hidden…but there’s nowhere left.”

			There was a shuffling from the depths of a dark alley, as they passed by its mouth, and Talrien paused, gripping her stick. Odenica only urged her onwards. “I’ll let no harm befall you,” she muttered. “You know that, don’t you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Good. Don’t let these beggars frighten you. They’re toothless and cowardly, and will only come out of their shadows if they know you are afraid. And if they harass us…” she gestured to Talrien’s stick. “Crack their bones and leave them bleeding, and let none tell you that you were wrong to strike the scum down. You and I have spent too long fearful in broad daylight. But the day is ours, now.”

			“It isn’t the peasants who worry me,” Talrien said meaningfully, gesturing ahead to where the castle loomed in the distance.

			“The city is ours, by day,” Odenica repeated flatly. “Blackraven can have the night. We need none of it.”
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			The house was nestled at the edge of the Lancelean district, nearly untouched but for a few dents in the door where long ago some scavenger might have tried to force entry. It stood two stories tall, and the framed glass of its high round window overlooked the street like an unblinking eye.

			“We must be quiet, here,” Odenica warned, as she paused outside the door. The view from here to the castle was all in sunlight. The dark wood of the district’s rooftops was still strong in places, but elsewhere fire had touched the street. A shopfront had crumbled, and the neighboring buildings were black with soot. Blood had pooled on a nearby windowsill. As Odenica’s gaze slid further up the street, she suppressed a shiver. They were very close to parts of the city where few dared to venture anymore.

			“You needn’t tell me to be quiet,” Talrien bit in a whisper. “I warned you against coming here.”

			“Get up there, then,” Odenica pointed, “and be quick.”

			Talrien slung her stick across her back, and with a final glance down the street, climbed the house’s front. The buildings here had not been chopped for kindling like the ones in the Penny-Smithery had been, and the houses were more richly built besides, so her way was easy as the ledges supported her weight. She stole up to the round window with hardly a sound, and balancing precariously on a ledge, reached for her belt to withdraw a bent and twisted wire. She fiddled with the lock a long minute, as Odenica watched restlessly up and down the street. And then the window sprung open, and Talrien stole inside.

			 

			Seconds slipped past, and Odenica stood alone. A faint breeze swept down the street. Somewhere a hinge creaked, and Odenica’s gaze snapped to the sound, with her grip tight on her blade. Her eyes went to the castle, again, as she waited with bated breath. She could see the banners more clearly, from here. The crest of Castillon, a flower and a sword encircled by a golden ring, yet flapped in the breeze. The red sunburst of House Abrion and the black bolts of Torren hung shredded.

			Let them all burn, Odenica thought angrily. Even in ruin, how is it that we cannot escape from under that bloody sigil? Let it be shredded along with the rest.

			She jumped, as the doorway swung open and Talrien emerged with a smile on her face.

			“There’s good stuff in here,” Talrien said.

			“A day not wasted, then,” Odenica muttered coldly. She stole past her sister and into the house, eager to be gone from under the sight of the highborn banners. The inside was cluttered. Things left behind were stacked haphazardly among furniture upholstered all in red. Candleholders were mounted to the walls all around the place, and in the opposite corner a painting hung over a dark fireplace. Dust sprung up from all across the room, at the faint shift in the air as they entered.

			“There were chests, upstairs,” Talrien gestured. She pulled the door closed at their backs, and rushed through the mess back towards the stairway. “I’ll get started opening those. Looks like a wardrobe, over there. See what’s left inside.”

			“Taevun won’t be interested in clothes,” Odenica argued. But Talrien was gone, and Odenica dared not shout to her. She wound her way across the room, searching the stacks for anything that might be of value. There was a blue rocking horse. A small box of colored stones lay open, painted to show flowers and rivers and flakes of snow. Odenica examined a pair, but tossed them aside as she considered that if these were of any value, they would not have been left behind. Books were piled in a chair, and Odenica examined a rough-bound tome with a picture of a blooming tree on its cover. This too seemed far from finery, and the scribbles on the book’s pages were meaningless to her. The candleholders along the walls were metal…bronze, perhaps, but mounted too high to get down without some difficulty.

			She made her way to the fireplace, and looked up at the painting that was mounted there. It showed a man and a woman, both sitting with a child between them. All three had the pale Northern complexion, and stared coolly down at Odenica as she approached. The man and the child were dark of hair, and the woman gold, with locks that hung past her shoulders. She wore a dress of blue, and the artist had added a twinkle to her eye that the man and child did not share.

			What reason not to look upon the world with such bright eyes, when all this was your home? Odenica wondered scornfully. With your Northern king lording from afar over our lands, and King Rodris content to let your lot befoul our streets, what reason had you not to sit there with gladness in your heart?

			She spat on the floor, and took her blade to the canvass, slashing clean across it to leave only the woman’s eyes looking down upon her.

			I hope your memories of this place kept you warm, when blood and fire forced you out, she thought. I hope your time spent high above us was worth whatever fate you suffer now.

			 

			She turned away from the painting as a drumming against the stairs alerted her to Talrien’s return.

			“I said to look in the wardrobe,” Talrien gestured. She carried a cloth bag that looked heavy with metal.

			“Taevun won’t care for clothing,” Odenica repeated. “What’s in there? Gold?”

			Talrien only snorted at the question. “Think they’d leave their gold behind? It’s all copper and iron. A fair bit, though.” She reached into the bag, and tossed a coin to Odenica. Odenica caught the copper piece and turned it over in her fingers. It was a full Deren, square with a hole through its center and with the circlet of House Castillon stamped upon its face. Measly perhaps by the standards of the rich, but to Odenica it was a rarity.

			“Anything else?” Odenica asked.

			Talrien shook her head, and went with exasperation to the wardrobe.

			“Taevun won’t—”

			“I’m looking for us,” Talrien shot. She pulled the wardrobe open, to reveal garments of all kinds hanging and folded. Fabrics of finer make than either she or Odenica had ever worn.

			“You want to go back to the Underway dressed like a princess?” Odenica asked. “They’ll think you’ve come to arrest them, and cut your throat. Or they’ll kill you just for playing at being highborn.”

			“I’m looking for anything warm,” Talrien explained. She tossed the sack of coins to Odenica. “Take these, if you’re not going to help.”

			Odenica caught the heavy sack, but for the angle of the throw nearly let it crash to the ground. “Stop,” she snapped. “This is reckless. We have what we came for.”

			Talrien pulled a jacket from the wardrobe, and donned it over her rags. It was a bit large for her, but richly made and cut so it might have been flattering on someone else. Buttons wrought of gold decorated the front. Odenica’s eyes went wide at the sight.

			“Red and black are the Abrion colors,” Odenica reminded her. “And that’s cut for a boy. Take the buttons. Leave the rest.”

			“I don’t care who it was cut for,” Talrien argued. “And it’s warm, besides. If we can find enough like this, we can leave when the winter is passed.”

			Odenica frowned. “Why would we do that?”

			Talrien only stared. “What do you mean?”

			“Why would we leave Santyr?”

			Not a sound broke the silence that fell between them.

			“There’s word that there are safe places to the North,” said Talrien. “The Ridge is not so far. That’s where everyone fled. We can be free of this.”

			“Free of what?” Odenica glared. “This is freedom, Talrien. The city is ours, after years of scurrying underfoot of King Rodris and his ilk. And you want to go north? Who do you think holds the mountain passes? We will not seek refuge with some pale lord who would spit upon us as soon as speak to us. We will not beg for aid from some perfumed fatling.”

			Talrien laughed humorlessly. “The city is not ours,” she whispered. “We run by day and hide by night. We scavenge for iron coins to pay for scraps of meat, and at every moment watch the castle for fear that Blackraven might come down upon us. This is not freedom.”

			“It’s more freedom than we saw when the Castillons sat the throne,” Odenica snarled. “And more than we’ll see again, if we leave. Some days might be difficult, but I would rather Blackraven hold this city for a thousand years than see it reclaimed by the Northern kings. At least he leaves us be. Set that silly thing aside, and let’s go.”

			“I’m taking it,” Talrien snapped, further readjusting the jacket. “And your petty ways be damned.”

			Odenica slapped her, hard across the face. The sound of it was sharp against the quiet. Talrien stumbled, and raised a hand to her cheek. “This is not pettiness,” Odenica breathed. “Keep the thing if you want, but on your head be it if everyone in the Underway looks less kindly upon you. And remember how you have been treated all your life, at the hands of those who spun such finery. Remember what we are.” She tore the buttons from the jacket. There were tears in Talrien’s eyes, now, but Odenica only glared. “Follow me,” she said. “And be quiet.” She put the sack of coins back in her sister’s hands and turned away, to slip back out into the city street.

			[image: ]

			Their way was quiet, as they made for Taevun’s compound. They stole away from the richer districts, and Odenica did not breathe easily until she was back into the wreckage. She listened to Talrien’s angry footsteps as they went, but refused to look back at her sister.

			They were crossing the Street of Low Thistle when at last Talrien spoke again. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I know that the Castillons and the Northerners treated us poorly. I know it is a pity that we must take up their scraps, now. But they’re all dead, or gone. There’s no sense in clinging to our pride.”

			“Pride is all that we’ve ever had,” Odenica whispered to the wind.

			 

			“What have we here?” a voice cackled.

			Odenica spun on the spot, and raised her shard of iron against the figure who emerged from the shadows.

			Hestia came forward with a hobble in her step, and an ugly grin upon her lips. Her hair was greyed in places and unevenly tended, and there was a foul glee in her eye that Odenica had always hated. Her skin hung loosely in places, and she held a proper dagger in her grip— from whom she had stolen the thing, Odenica could not have guessed. “A good day for a nice long stroll,” the woman remarked. Her gaze darted to the sack slung under Talrien’s arm. “What’ve you got there?”

			“Go away, Hestia,” Odenica warned. “I’ve no patience for your games.” She refused to step back as Hestia came forward. Talrien raised her stick.

			“I need no games when I’m armed and you carry a spit of iron,” Hestia countered. “You have something, and I want it. Such is the way of the world, now.”

			Odenica glanced around, but could see no one else hiding in wait. “You’ll not steal from me again,” she bit. “Touch me, and I’ll kill you.”

			“Go away,” Talrien snapped.

			Hestia looked to Talrien, and smiled anew, showing sharp and yellow teeth. “Don’t be stupid, girl,” she cackled. “I’ll stick you after I’m done with your sister, unless you hand that bag over right now.”

			Odenica glared. “Touch my sister and I’ll kill you slowly,” she promised. “Where is your reinforcement? There must be someone, hiding somewhere. A cretin like you would never brave the streets alone by day. Or have you grown simple, with the city now so quiet?”

			 

			An instant later, there was a bellow as a stout man burst lumbering forth from the building across the narrow street. Hestia lunged with a cry.

			Talrien rushed forward, and knocked the man’s legs out from under him in a single swipe of her stick. Odenica ducked away from Hestia’s blade, and stabbed out in retaliation. The iron nicked Hestia’s arm, and she cried out and recoiled. She stumbled in her retreat, and cowered as though hoping that the cobblestones would open up to swallow her. The man on the ground fell motionless as Talrien knocked him across the head.

			“Back!” Hestia cried, flailing her dagger as she scrambled away. “Get back, I say! Help! Someone, help! This street rat is attacking me!” She backed into a corner and held her blade pointed, trembling where she sat.

			“I think he was drunk,” Talrien commented, as she looked down at the man.

			“We should go,” Odenica muttered, glancing up and down the street. “We don’t know who might come running at the noise.”

			“Help!” Hestia screamed again.

			“Talrien, give me your stick,” Odenica gestured. Talrien was at her side an instant later, and Odenica bore down on Hestia.

			“No!” the woman cried. “Save me! Mercy!” She flailed her blade in defense once more, but the stick’s reach knocked the metal spinning. The next swing caught her in the side, and she crumpled sobbing to the ground.

			“Leave her,” Talrien muttered. She stepped forth, and put a hand on Odenica’s arm before the next blow could fall.

			Odenica hesitated only a moment. “Don’t come near us again,” she hissed. “Don’t let me see your face. The city is ours, with the Castillons gone. And I have no patience for your foul ways.” She struck Hestia one last time, and then left her huddled and bleeding against the wall. She knelt to take the beggar’s dagger as she led Talrien away, and then they were gone.

			 

			The street was quiet again. No sound but that of the breeze. No alarms sounding. No soldiers running. No harsh voices shouting after them down the street. Odenica sheathed her iron at her belt, and the dagger at her opposite hip, glad to walk away without a scratch. She could feel Talrien’s misgiving stare upon her, but refused to look back.

			“The city is ours,” she said again.

			



	

Chapter 2

			Noon had passed when they neared Taevun’s compound, and they stepped into shadows as the way grew narrow. The Streetlord had build a fortress of the abandoned alleys, and barricades of all sorts had been erected to keep wanderers from prying into his domain. Streets were closed, blocked by high piles of wood and wire. Severed heads watched from the rooftops. Some were rotted and skeletal. Others fresh, with their features intact. Talrien looked away from the grisly sentinels, but Odenica was cold. “Only a fool would come uninvited,” she whispered. “You have nothing to fear.”

			The stench of the butcher’s shop filled the alley as they continued, and over the muffled sounds of their footsteps Odenica could hear voices in the air. She could make out none of the words, but could hear distress clear in the conversation. A shout. A wail. Odenica frowned but did not slow.

			As they rounded a corner, a muscular man blocked their way. He was shirtless, but wore a torn cloak of dark fur about his shoulders. Dark hair bristled where his head had been clean-shaven weeks ago, and he wore an axe at his belt. He held up a hand at their approach.

			“Fenzet,” Odenica greeted. “We’ve brought payment.” Talrien handed her the sack of coins, and Odenica held it forth for the man to see.

			From further down the alley, another shout.

			“Unwanted guests?” Odenica asked, nodding towards the sound.

			“Taevun’s not seeing anyone, today,” Fenzet rumbled. “Go.”

			Odenica frowned. “We’ve brought coin,” she repeated. “Enough for a good deal of food, I’d wager. Iron and copper both.” She shook the bag, but Fenzet only blinked. “I don’t need to see Taevun,” she conceded. “Fetch the meat yourself. We’ve come far for this. I’ll not leave without it.”

			“That’s what they said, too,” Fenzet replied, with a gesture over his shoulder. There was another shout, louder than the rest. And then a scream, loud and piercing.

			Odenica flinched at the noise, but could not bring herself to turn away so easily. She had learned to ignore the pangs of hunger in her stomach, but now it burned as if only to remind her of how long it had been since she had eaten properly. “We have gold, too,” she said, and she pulled one of the buttons of Talrien’s new jacket from her pocket.

			Fenzet raised his eyebrows at the sight, and for a moment he looked to be considering the offer. But the moment passed, and he shook his head. “Go,” he repeated.

			Odenica breathed sharply through her nose. “I’ll be back tomorrow, then,” she said angrily. “Let’s go, Talrien.”

			“You won’t be back tomorrow,” Fenzet contradicted. “Give it a week. By then perhaps Taevun will be ready to receive street scum like you.”

			“A week?” Odenica demanded. Talrien put a hand to hers, and tugged to lead her away, but Odenica held her ground before the guardsman. Her stomach groaned again.

			“A week,” Fenzet repeated. He glared down at her, watchful as her fingers twitched for the blades at her belt. “Do you want to fight, streetling?” he asked lowly. He put a hand on the hilt of his axe.

			“Odenica,” Talrien whispered.

			Odenica held Fenzet’s glare a moment longer, and then relaxed in her posture and backed away. “Taevun won’t be happy that you let so much coin pass him by,” she bit. “Perchance he’ll take his butcher’s knife to you next, for your incompetence.”

			“I’ll take that gold piece,” Fenzet said flatly. He reached out a hand, while the other rested still on his axe. “So, I suppose he won’t be disappointed after all.”

			A yelp echoed from down the alley. Odenica hesitated, snarling, and with snakes writhing in her heart, put the golden button in Fenzet’s hand.

			“Go,” the guard repeated a final time.

			Talrien pulled her away, and this time Odenica followed.

			“Be grateful I left you your bag of copper,” Fenzet called after them.

			 

			The whole of Odenica’s body shook with anger as she slipped back into the open streets, and with fury at the tip of her tongue she spared a final glance for the mounted heads that watched her go.

			One way or another, there will be more heads upon those posts by dawn.

			[image: ]

			“There’s no food left,” Joshun concluded quietly.

			Odenica nodded. “Lato says Taevun’s been turning people away for two days. People who have done business with him since the city fell.”

			“What do we do, then?”

			“We go to his compound, and we take what is ours,” Odenica whispered. The words filled the dead quiet of the Underway like a flash of rainfall.

			Joshun looked up from the tiny pile of embers. Her hands were outstretched to soak in the warmth, and she chewed a scrap of leather to stay her hunger. Her Northern complexion made her an oddity in the Underway, but she belonged to the place as much as the rest. “That might be the worst idea you’ve ever had,” she said.

			“We’ll die, without Taevun’s food,” Odenica insisted. “Others, too. If he’s hoarding what’s left for himself, what choice do we have but to fight him for it?”

			“You saw all those heads that he’s mounted around the place?” Talrien demanded. She sat wrapped in her new jacket, with her legs tucked into her chest. “Don’t be a fool. He has an army.”

			“I’ll not scavenge for rats again,” Odenica bit. “There’s enough of us here in the Underway to take Taevun’s compound, if we are clever…and quick. And if we take him by surprise.”

			“Let’s just go,” Talrien urged. “Would you truly rather risk your life for a flank of beef, than seek refuge elsewhere? Even if you take his stores…how long will all his meats last us? If he’s no longer selling, then there mustn’t be much left.”

			Joshun looked curiously to Odenica from across the fire, but Odenica only shook her head. “How would you reach the mountains, with no food?” she demanded of her sister.

			“There’s elsewhere in the city we could look,” said Talrien. “We could steal below and rob the Flea Sisters, and be gone before they realize it. It will take less food to get us to the mountains, than it would to keep us fed down here for the rest of our lives.”

			Silence.

			“The city is ours,” Odenica said again, with a shake of her head. Talrien rolled her eyes, this time, and Odenica raised a finger threateningly. “The highborn are gone,” she said. “Taevun’s forces are no army— he commands thugs and drunkards. He wronged me. I’m hungry, and for the first time ever, there’s not a soul in all of Santyr who can stop me from taking what I want.”

			“Do you think that all the rest didn’t think the same, before Taevun cut their heads off?” Talrien asked. “Who’s going to stop him from doing the same to you?” Her voice broke and she looked away. “I don’t want you to die,” she whispered. “Not for something so stupid as this.”

			Joshun nodded. “This is foolishness,” she agreed.

			“It’s only foolishness if we proceed foolishly,” Odenica argued. “Talrien…I don’t want to die for this, either. But there’s nothing else to do.” She looked to Joshun again. “With Taevun refusing to trade, do you think we’re the only ones who will want to see him overthrown? Rally the Underway, and let’s take his compound tonight. There are more here than in his pitiful fortress. And once we have what we need…we can consider what to do on the morrow.”

			Joshun’s eyes went wide in the firelight. “Tonight?” she asked. “By moonlight you would attack his compound?”

			“Yes.”

			“What of Blackraven?”

			There was silence again, at the name.

			“What of him?” Odenica asked.

			“You know what of him,” Joshun hissed. “The city is not safe at dark. And even if we evade Blackraven’s notice…Taevun’s fort will be under even heavier guard, by night. We’ll never take the place.”

			“If it’s by night, they’ll flee at the first sign of trouble,” Odenica said, with as much certainty as she could muster. “They’ll think we’re Blackraven and his followers, come to terrorize them.”

			“How do you know?”

			“It’s what we would all do,” Odenica reasoned. “If those passages above us opened at midnight and you heard footsteps through the Underway, would you wait to see who had come?”

			“No. But Taevun might be less cowardly than I am.”

			“Taevun is a butcher who has gone to bed with a full stomach and a bedside laden with coin, every night of his life. No such man could be harder than the likes of us.”

			Joshun chewed her leather thoughtfully as she looked into the fire again. “It would be dangerous,” she said. “But if it worked…” she chewed more vigorously, as if imagining that the tough leather in her mouth was tender meat.

			Talrien looked to Odenica sadly, but said nothing.

			“We’ll take what we need,” Odenica said to her, “and then you and I can decide what to do. If you’re truly unhappy here…” she thought a moment. “I won’t go north,” she said. “But perhaps there’s elsewhere in Nelvorus we might be safe. The entire kingdom can’t be ash, beyond the city’s walls.”

			Talrien held her silence stubbornly.

			Joshun’s eyes were wide, and her mind clearly elsewhere. “Lato will join us,” she considered. “And the Flea Sisters. Karset and his brother, I think. And I could go below…to the deep chambers. There are whispers that Setrivern has been practicing magic. Scribbling runes on the floor and awaiting knowledge in the dark.”

			Odenica managed a chuckle. “I’d not gamble our lives on the whims of some mad conjurer,” she said. “Leave Setrivern to his scribbles. We can do without him.”

			Joshun met her eye. “He’s been down there an awful long time,” she pressed. “Since before all this happened. Surely, he has learned some strange practice or another, by now. And I would walk the city by night more easily, with one practiced in witchcraft by our side.”

			“There’s been no magic in this world for a hundred years,” Odenica said flatly. “And I think Taevun’s lot unlikely to be frightened by a haggard whisperer with a pocketful of leaves.”

			Joshun frowned. “You don’t think it was magic, that caused all this?” she asked. She gestured to the ceiling, and the empty city above.

			“In what way was it magic?” Odenica demanded. “The Castillons were playing host to pale men who wanted them dead. Half the folk here were ready to see the city burn. The Northern kings have been at war with each other for years, and there were invaders at the coast. You think that Santyr is some holy place, that ruin could only come to the city by means of magic?”

			Joshun shook her head. “The days are shorter,” she said. “And darker. And colder. Call the month Snowfall if you will, but it’s only in the North that they see snow before Deepwinter. And it’s no ordinary men who stalk these streets at night.”

			“You fetch Setrivern, if you are so paranoid of the season,” Odenica conceded flippantly. “I’ll go to Karset.”

			“Is there nothing I can do to change your mind?” Talrien asked quietly.

			“What else would you have me do, Talrien?” Odenica held her sister’s gaze a long moment. The growl of her stomach punctuated the silence. “When this is done, I’ll think on where we should go next.”

			Talrien only looked back to the fire.

			“Where are we?” Odenica asked lightly.

			Talrien met her gaze again, and Odenica nodded to their dark surroundings, awaiting her sister’s reply. The hull of a pirate’s ship, Talrien had answered, once. Stolen away across the sea. But tonight, she was quiet, and the game brought not even a flicker of a smile to her features.

			Odenica shook her head in exasperation, and looked to Joshun. “What’s the hour?” she asked.

			“I don’t know. The bells haven’t rung in months.”

			Odenica peered up at a crack in the stone ceiling, where light still snuck into the Underway at some hours. “I’ll go to Karset,” she said again. “And the Flea Sisters, too. You find who you can…we’ll all meet at the Smith’s Entrance, at midnight. Or as close to midnight as we can guess, I suppose.”

			Joshun nodded.

			“I’ll see you when this is done,” Odenica said to Talrien. “Wait here…We’ll be back with food.” She stood, and Talrien met her embrace quietly. As they stepped apart, Odenica proffered Hestia’s dagger. “Stay safe,” she said. “Any fierce enough to pick a fight will be with us, I think, but all the same…”

			Talrien raised an eyebrow. “You plan to take Taevun’s fortress without a proper weapon?” she asked, as she took the knife.

			Odenica shrugged. “I’ll see to Fenzet first, and then I’ll take the fortress with his axe,” she reasoned. She smiled shortly in the firelight.

			Talrien hugged her again, and then Odenica was away and into darkness.

			 

			Joshun and Talrien’s hushed voices followed Odenica faintly, as she wandered into the winding passages of the Underway.

			“There you have it,” she heard Joshun say faintly to Talrien. “I always said…your sister might be hard at times, but she’ll do anything to keep you safe. She’ll take you away from here if that’s what you really want. All you need is foodstuffs to get you along the way.”

			There was a beat of silence, and Odenica paused in the pitch black to hear Talrien’s response.

			“Don’t fool yourself,” Talrien muttered. “If you all manage to overthrow Taevun, she’ll never want to leave.”

			Odenica’s heart sank at her sister’s words, but as she wandered further into the gloom, her thoughts spun.

			Odenica the Streetlord, she considered. With Taevun gone, not a person in all of the city will oppose us. Blackraven will leave the day to us like he has always done, and the city will truly be ours.

			What of Talrien? She won’t be happy here, no matter how well we have it.

			Would she leave without me?

			Odenica the Streetlord, alone but with all the wreckage of Santyr as her domain…

			Or Odenica the street rat, starving in the wilds with her sister at her side.

			 

			She knew that the choice ought to have been easy. But instead, she found herself pondering the titles far too long, as her feet carried her blindly down paths that she knew only by memory.

			



	

Chapter 3

			They numbered eighteen, as they went into the night. The sky was clouded and starless, and from beyond that grim veil the moon peered dimly down upon them as they stole through the city. Odenica took the lead, with only her shard of iron as a weapon. The rest followed close behind, spurred by her show of confidence. Their footfalls were as quiet as only those of thieves and hopeless vagabonds could be, and they went like whispers down the dark streets. Their weaponry was assorted and poor of make, but would be enough for the bloody business they had planned.

			Lato, the eldest of the company and a veteran of the city’s streets, took up the rear of the gathering with a splintered wooden shield strapped to his arm. In his opposite hand he clutched a work of iron, shaped around his knuckles so that his fist would break flesh and bone alike. He had been the first to join in their revolution, and if any would see the fight to the end, Odenica was sure that it would be him.

			The handsome Karset carried a bastard sword, heavy and sharp and undecorated but by far the finest of the arms that any among the ragged company carried. He had bragged for weeks about how he had stolen the weapon from an unsuspecting nobleman the very night that the city had fallen. His younger brother Heron trod at his side, carrying a cudgel with a heavy ball at its tip.

			The Flea sisters Dascica, Ellery, and Sanfer came next, each carrying a pair of blades much like Odenica’s and with gleeful determination upon their faces. Odenica watched those three the closest. She would wager not a single iron Talud on the sisters’ loyalties, and was certain that if the battle went poorly that the three would abandon the rest.

			Joshun was at her side— one of only two palefaces in the company. She carried a mended crossbow, and a patchwork belt full of nine bolts.

			“Do you know how to use that?” Odenica asked quietly.

			Joshun shrugged. “Point and pull,” she said. “Cranking it again is the hard part.”

			“Have you ever hit a moving target?”

			“I shot a rat, once.”

			“Was it moving?”

			“No. I waited for it to be still. Same as I’ll do with Taevun’s lot.”

			“What if they won’t be still, for you to shoot them?”

			“Then I suppose we’re well and doomed, aren’t we?”

			Odenica managed a laugh, and looked again to the rooftops all in darkness. The city was quiet, still, and every odd sound shot ice through her veins. It had been weeks since she had ventured out at night.

			“Are you certain this is wise?” Joshun asked again.

			“No,” Odenica breathed. “But it’s the only thing we can do.”

			And I want my gold back.

			“I had hoped to rally more,” Joshun muttered.

			I had hoped the same, Odenica considered, as she glanced about the company. But to cower in the Underway would doom us just as surely as it might to rush into battle unprepared. Her gaze darted to a shadowy corner. Let Blackraven and his followers stay away long enough for us to take Taevun’s stores and be gone. We might overcome Taevun’s thugs, but if Blackraven brings his monsters down on us…

			She suppressed a shiver as the night pried at her, and kept her gaze averted so that Joshun would not see her hesitation.

			 

			They slowed as they neared the Backfarm district. Only the mounted heads watched their approach— elsewise. the way was empty. Odenica halted in the shadows, and gestured wordlessly to the alleyway that marked the entrance to the compound. Joshun watched the narrow way with apprehension, and Dascica muttered something that made her sisters laugh.

			“Quiet,” Odenica hissed.

			Lato stepped forward at her beckons. “Best pray this works,” he muttered.

			“It will. Not a sound— you all understand?” Odenica glanced about the group once more, but with their faces all in darkness she could only trust that they were nodding. “You lot first, then,” she gestured. Dascica and Sanfer hurried into the alley at Lato’s back. Odenica and the rest followed. Heron stole up to the rooftops, and silhouetted against the sky darted ghostly towards the entrance.

			“If any harm befalls my sisters, I’ll eat you when I’m through with Taevun’s meats,” Ellery whispered.

			Odenica felt the point of a knife at her back for the breadth of an instant. She halted and raised a finger to her lips. “I’ll be right behind you,” she muttered to Joshun. “Go on.” She waited in silence as the rest stole by. “We haven’t the time for this,” she said coldly, as soon as she and Ellery were alone. “This is no time for your posturing.”

			“I am only making a promise,” Ellery snarled. “If your plan fails—” Her words were cut short as Odenica’s blade sprung forth and took her in the throat. She flinched away, but too slow, and then in confusion raised a hand to her neck. Blood ran fast between her fingers. A look of fury crossed her face, and she lunged with her own sharp piece of metal even as she began to choke. Odenica took a cut across the side as she dodged away, but the sting of the wound was nothing compared to the satisfaction she felt as Ellery stumbled to the ground. The eldest Flea Sister was dead an instant later as Odenica descended upon her. Not a sound had broken the night.

			Odenica rolled Ellery’s body into a dark corner, and then hurried after the rest. Bitterness coursed through her, but she spared not a thought for the shadows at her back now all full of blood. We haven’t the time for this, she thought sourly, as she hurried after the rest.

			 

			She found her friends again just as Lato halted before the door to the old butchery. Joshun stole a glance to Odenica, but said not a word.

			Lato knocked at the door, and spoke deep and evenly to the night. “Keep us not waiting,” he commanded.

			All among the company held their breaths. Odenica watched the rooftop— their only chance of taking the compound would be to steal in quick and quietly, but if things went wrong and they were trapped in here…

			By some miracle, the guard stationed on the other side of the door believed the farce. There was a whisper, and then the creak of the door broke the night. “Captain Leabrand,” a male voice muttered. “Apologies…we had not—”

			There was a sudden hush, as Dascica and Sanfer stole past Lato and into the building. The sisters’ work was quiet, and a moment later Odenica followed the rest into the darkness. Heron nodded to her from above, before she went through the doorway at Joshun’s back.

			She stepped over the slain sentry and into a hall that stunk of fresh slaughter. The place was all in shadow, and the structure patchwork where old walls and flooring had been broken away and then brought together again with other buildings in the compound.

			Odenica went slowly, ears strained as the rest dispersed and crept into adjoining rooms. Joshun kept wordlessly at her side. The sounds of blades in the dark were whispers against the quiet, but from somewhere else through the building she could hear heavy footsteps.

			She motioned ahead to the bend in the rough hallway, and Joshun raised her crossbow. Firelight appeared against the far wall, and both waited motionlessly for the torchbearer to step into view. At their backs, the rest were making quick work of whomever they had found.

			 

			Their secrecy was broken as a bellow tore through the place, wordless and angry, and then was silenced an instant later.

			Odenica’s breath caught in her chest, and she watched fearfully as the light at the end of the hallway fell motionless.

			“Intruders!” the torchbearer shouted from where he waited out of sight. “There’s intruders inside the walls! Up!” From throughout the depths of the compound Odenica could hear movement. Boots landing heavily on wooden flooring. Weapons scraping as they were lifted from where they lay. More shouts broke the night.

			“Know what we do to intruders?” another voice called.

			Dascica was the first to break. “We are discovered!” she shouted, from behind Odenica. “Flee!” There were fearful mutters from among the disheveled battalion, and the sounds of footsteps uneasy on the creaky flooring.

			Deep and angry laughter echoed through the place. “It’s just some blue beggars!” the same voice called.

			Joshun began to step back, but Odenica put a hand firm on her friend’s shoulder. “Wait,” she muttered, pointing still to where the torchlight wavered. “The rest of you,” she snapped, “put up your weapons.”

			Some had already turned and fled.

			Cowards, she thought bitterly.

			“Blue as clear skies,” the voice jeered, through the dark. “Should have stayed lazy in the sun, you cretins. You’ll never weather the storm down here.”

			“What’s happening?” she heard Heron shout from outside. His voice seemed so distant. “Karset!” he screamed, as he realized the danger. “Get out of there! Get—”

			The silence told Odenica that they were surrounded already.

			 

			The hallway burst into deafening panic. Karset stood his ground, but Lato rushed back to the entrance—to flee or to fend off those who might be flanking them, Odenica could not say. Firelight appeared at the end of the corridor, and Odenica was blinded as the torchbearer stepped into view. Joshun fired her crossbow, but the bolt went high and struck loudly against the ceiling.

			Somewhere behind, there was the sound of steel on wood, and of bone crunching beneath Lato’s iron fist. Cries of pain and fury.

			Joshun knelt to reset her weapon, and a handful of the company rushed forward.

			Karset roared as he neared the torchbearer, and his sword met the other man’s with a crash that filled the place. The torch fell to the ground, and the walls erupted into broken shadows. More of Taevun’s guards emerged, and then Karset was blocked from Odenica’s view. Screams and bellows broke the air as the two forces met in the dark.

			Bodies that she could not recognize in the gloom surged all around her, and Odenica was motionless. Her grip on her weapon was deathly tight, but amid the confusion she could not bring herself to move. Joshun raised her crossbow once again, and fired into the mass. There was a scream, but Odenica could not see who fell.

			She heard gurgles of blood, and cries cut short. Someone was weeping. A figure appeared before her, and swung down at Joshun with a club. Odenica knocked the swing aside with a push, and lunged with her shiv. Metal met flesh, and the figure recoiled, screaming.

			“I don’t want to die here,” Joshun moaned. She stood again with her crossbow at the ready.

			“STOP THIS MADNESS.”

			The bellow broke through the hallway so harshly that the fighting all froze. Bodies parted, and light once more illuminated the corridor.

			Taevun stepped into the hall, his heavy frame all dark and with a cleaver in his hand. He wore a vest, and his thick arms were bare to the firelight. Fenzet came at his side, yet shirtless and with his fur cloak secured about his shoulders.

			“What in the world is this?” Taevun demanded, as he peered about the corridor.

			There was silence at his question, but for the sound of some person struggling against a forceful hold.

			“We’re here for your stores,” Odenica called to him, through the parted mass. Her voice was strong, and at her side Joshun held her crossbow leveled at Taevun. “Give us what we want, and we’ll leave you in peace.”

			There was a moment of silence again, and then Taevun laughed. More low chuckles joined his, from the dark. “You are in no place to make demands, streetling,” he said. “Your pitiful battalion is broken already. Did you truly think this night would end well for you?”

			Teeth bared, Odenica blinked and glanced about the place. Karset was on his knees, held down by one of Taevun’s guards. His sword lay bloodied, beyond his reach. Sanfer knelt among the shadows, clutching at herself, Odenica could not see her wound. At the entrance, Lato had been forced back into the compound and was stirring from where he lay.

			We killed perhaps a few of his, but his are more in number. Her thoughts turned venomous. And less cowardly, after all.

			“Throw down your weapons,” Taevun bade, “and I’ll let you go. Not without punishment, of course…but I’ll let you go.”

			“Shoot him,” Odenica muttered to Joshun.

			Joshun only breathed.

			“Do it,” Odenica urged.

			Taevun stepped towards Karset, and put his cleaver to the young man’s throat. “Put down your weapons,” he repeated.

			Metal and wood all clattered to the floor. Joshun seemed to hesitate, but did not lower her crossbow. Odenica only glared, and held her weapon at the ready.

			“Are you the leader of this misguided band?” Taevun asked of her. “Who are you?”

			“It’s Odenica,” Fenzet declared. “She came earlier, begging food. I should have known that one so spiteful as her would rally all of her friends to die.”

			Taevun shook his head. Karset recoiled where he knelt, but could not edge away from the blade at his throat.

			“We should kill them all,” Fenzet said to Taevun. “Teach this one a lesson.”

			“What do you think, Odenica?” Taevun asked. “Should I kill all of your friends, to teach you a lesson about playing in storms that you cannot weather?”

			Joshun stood frozen, though from fear or uncertainty it was impossible to tell. “Don’t kill him,” she begged shakily.

			“Put down the crossbow, and I’ll let him go. You as well,” Taevun promised.

			“Don’t trust him,” Odenica muttered. “Joshun, no. Shoot him. Shoot him.”

			But Joshun lowered the weapon, and laid it gingerly to the ground.

			Taevun smiled in the firelight.

			Karset gasped in relief as the cleaver was moved away from his throat. Taevun stepped forward, and now locked eyes with Odenica once more. “We can let all the rest go, I think,” he said to the hall. There was not a single mutter of protest from among his followers. “All of them but her. Hear that, you lot? Stand up, and go. And remember my generosity.”

			Odenica’s heart raced, as the moments slipped past.

			Could I escape? she wondered. She scanned the room but could not make out which of the shadows were friends and which were foes. Who around her might cut her down if she fled, and who might let her pass. She snarled to the darkness. I’ll not run like some coward.

			 

			Her thoughts were dashed as a high and furious cry broke the silence, from somewhere out in the night. A sound barely human, which had haunted the city these past months.

			Even Taevun froze. All down the hallway there was a bristling, from his followers and Odenica’s both. A chill ran through Odenica, and she felt her legs grow weak.

			“Go,” Taevun bade once more. There was a quiet malice to his voice, now. “But go carefully. Terrible things walk the streets at night.”

			“You…” Karset had not risen, but looked to the entryway with fear in his eyes. “You can’t send us out there.”

			“I can do whatsoever I please, with urchins who scurry into my house unwelcomed,” Taevun bit. “The choice is yours, all of you. Go and brave the night once more, as you so valiantly did to carry your wretched selves here, or stay and join my collection…to warn others about what happens to those who insult Taevun the Streetlord.”

			“Joshun…” Odenica breathed.

			In a flash, Joshun picked up her crossbow once again, and took aim at Taevun. A cry went up all about the place, but another figure emerged from behind before she could pull the trigger, and knocked the weapon away.

			Odenica lunged at Joshun’s assailant, but strong hands held her back. She screamed, and the blade fell from her grip. A fist fell hard upon Joshun’s face, and she spat blood as she crumpled to the ground. Another followed, and she recoiled where she lay.

			“Stop!” Odenica cried furiously.

			“Stop,” Taevun echoed. The woman who had assailed Joshun relented, and stepped back into the shadows. The hands holding Odenica were not so lenient. “Go,” Taevun said once more, “or die.”

			Another horrid scream echoed through the distant night, but all down the corridor Odenica’s followers picked themselves up and shuffled to the entryway. Karset seemed uncertain as he stood, but Fenzet thrust the bastard sword back into his hand and gestured for him to go.

			Odenica struggled against the arms that held her, but fell to her knees. Helpless, she watched as those who had so briefly been her allies all slipped away, back out into a night that would surely consume them.

			“I’m sorry,” Karset whispered as he passed her by. He knelt to help Joshun stand, and she clung to him as blood dripped from her mouth.

			“Talrien,” Odenica breathed. “Keep Talrien safe.” Karset nodded, and was gone.

			Another scream punctuated the night as the last of her friends vanished.

			That one was farther away, Odenica told herself. If they are careful…

			“Bring her,” Taevun gestured. “And search the place. I want to know who we lost.”

			The corridor broke into movement, and Odenica screamed again in futility as she was dragged back to her feet.

			 

			They brought her around the bend in the hall, and then through a roughly sawed doorway. For the briefest of moments, they were under rafters that only loosely shielded them from the sky, and then they were into another place. Odenica screamed once more, but her captors ignored her.

			They brought her into a small room, and forced her into a seat before a short and dirty table. Someone lit a pair of candles, and then there was silence. The grip on her arms relented, and Odenica looked gingerly around the place. Fenzet stood over her, and an unfamiliar woman at her back. Fenzet wore his axe still at his belt, but Odenica’s blade was gone.

			I’ll see to Fenzet first, and then I’ll take the fortress with his axe, she had promised to Talrien. But Fenzet was watching her for any sign of movement, and she was unarmed. Thoughts of her sister brought a curl to her lip.

			I’ll claw and bite and beat my way free of here, if I have to. I’ll not abandon Talrien to this city.

			We were going to rule the streets. The city was going to be ours.

			 

			A minute passed in silence, and then Taevun reappeared.

			“Three of my men are dead,” he said coldly.

			Odenica glared. “Give me a weapon and I’ll see that you join them,” she seethed.

			Taevun watched her for a long moment. “A price must be extracted,” he said. “Your friends all kept their lives, but I’ll have yours. Not an unreasonable compromise, I think you’ll agree.”

			Odenica only stared. “If any harm comes to them…”

			“If any harm comes to them, out there in the night, it will be your fault, not mine,” Taevun snapped. He watched her for a long moment. “You’re not afraid,” he observed.

			“I’ll not quiver before some overbold farmer like you,” Odenica spat.

			“I might admire that, were it not so misguided.” He shook his head. “And were your crime lesser, I might be content to kill you quickly. Let you keep your brave face. But three of my men are dead, and I cannot have this again.” He motioned to Fenzet, and an instant later Odenica was pinned down to the table. Fenzet and the woman each held down one of her arms. Taevun drew his cleaver once more, and touched its blade carefully to the table.

			“Three dead,” he said again. “Three fingers seem a fair start.”

			 

			Odenica thrashed about to no avail, and screamed. First in protest, then in pain, and then in horror. Her eyes rolled back as she felt flesh and sinew and bone all break beneath the metal of the cleaver, and she was blind as Taevun cut her fingers away. First went the smallest finger on her right hand. Then her ring finger, then the middle. Her breath was gone before his work was finished, but her mind was all fear and rage and lightning. Ice stole through her very being. The table was slick with blood.

			“I’m…” she gasped. Her words were sluggish, through the pain. “I’m not afraid of you. Big man with his big knife, and me here defenseless.” Taevun stepped back and listened intently as she rambled. Odenica felt her stomach roll, as she looked down at her own disembodied fingers. “Small wonder you became a butcher,” she spat. “Small wonder you only kept animals as company. What else did you do to them, before you carved them up, Taevun?” She managed a shallow laugh. “I’m not afraid of you.”

			“I know you’re not,” Taevun said quietly, after a moment’s silence. “But you’ll fear Blackraven.”

			 

			Her laughter died, at the name. And she was too weak to protest further, as they lifted her up and dragged her into the dark.

			



	

Chapter 4

			The city slipped past in a blur, as the wagon bore her towards the castle. Her words of protest were ignored, and once they were out beneath the open night sky, she kept quiet for fear of what might come running at her cries. She huddled instead in silence, clutching to her throbbing hand and plotting how best she might escape.

			“Must we bring her now?” she heard Fenzet ask. “This seems a mighty risk, just to punish some street rat.”

			“What do you fear?” Taevun asked. “We have an arrangement with Lord Blackraven.”

			“Blackraven and his generals are not the same as the things that might be lurking out here, right now,” Fenzet whispered. “He and Leabrand seem reasonable, at least. The rest…you heard those screams.”

			Odenica did not hear Taevun’s reply. The wagon bumped along the street, and the clop of the horse’s hooves were like heavy rainfall. From her spot in the wagon, Odenica watched the dark looming rooftops. They were into the castle district, where the architecture was rich even in destitution. She was low and lonely among towers that might have been concealing armies watchful from on high. Though she craned her neck, she could not see the castle from where she lay. Her stomach ached as she moved, so desperate now was her hunger.

			“Don’t bring me there,” she whispered.

			“Ah, and she speaks again,” Taevun remarked.

			“Don’t bring me to the castle.” It took relinquishing every ounce of her pride, for her to speak the words. “Please.”

			“It’s too late by far for niceties,” Taevun interjected. “I’ll turn you over to Blackraven so that he can do with you what he wants. Your friends in the Underway will learn their place, when they hear of what fate befell you.”

			“Don’t bring me to the castle,” she breathed again. “Kill me in the gutters like a rat if you want, but don’t send me to the castle. I’ll not die in the shadows of what the Castillons built. I’ll not let their ghosts watch my final moments.”

			“You’ll die where I say you’ll die,” Taevun bit.

			 

			With a burst of strength, Odenica sprung upright in her bonds, and lunged for the open end of the wagon. She fell awkwardly, with her hands bound, and braced herself to roll onto the cobblestone.

			Fenzet caught her, and threw her roughly back into the wagon.

			Taevun appeared in her line of sight, and glared down at her. “None of that,” he said quietly. “You’ll take your punishment, and know that you deserve it. Or when you’re gone, I’ll go to the Underway and hunt down every one of your friends that I let free. I’ll find your sister and I’ll send her up to the castle, next.”

			Odenica slumped helplessly where she lay, her thoughts awhirl and her heart pounding, but defeated.

			“I thought as much,” Taevun remarked. “And just in time.”

			Odenica’s gaze snapped skywards again, as Fenzet’s knocking at the castle gate broke the night. The other two of Taevun’s guards shuffled nervously, and Taevun alone seemed confident in his mission.

			Moments passed in silence. And then a low voice came through the dark.

			“What is this?”

			“Good night, Leabrand,” Taevun greeted. “Would you tell Lord Blackraven that I’m here to see him? I’ve brought him a criminal who’s been making trouble in his city.”

			Odenica lay frozen, too fearful even to lift her head to see the man at the gate.

			“This is most unusual,” the voice answered, measuredly.

			“It has been an unusual night.”

			“…Very well. Come.”

			Oiled metal whispered as the portcullis rose, and then the wagon lurched forward once again. Odenica watched the wood before her nose unblinkingly, and dared hardly to breathe.

			Don’t let me die here. She closed her eyes tight, and prayed to all the gods— even those whose help might have been useless here. Bring a storm down upon the city, to help me escape, she begged. Send smoke and fire. Let some miracle intervene. Anything. Don’t let me die here.

			Shadows swallowed her as they passed through the gate, and the castle’s ramps and towers loomed all around as they emerged into the courtyard. Banners all black in the night hung still in the dead air. The two towering glass windows that decorated the front of the keep reflected the clouded sky down at her.

			She struggled but could not muster another scream, as Fenzet pulled her to her feet and into the keep. She found strength enough in her legs to stay upright, refusing to grovel, but kept her gaze low for fear of what she might see if she raised her eyes. Not a person spoke as Taevun led them into darkness.

			 

			They went down wide echoing corridors lit only sparsely by torchlight, and up stairs that she nearly tripped upon. The throbbing in her hand was a dull pain, against the dread in her heart, but the knowledge that her fingers were gone sent her thoughts into shambles.

			Taevun and all of his guards have weapons. If I can take one…she breathed hard and focused as clearly as she could on the way they were taking through the castle.

			If I can remember the way out…

			If I can evade the man at the gate…

			If I can survive the way back through the city…

			It was all too soon that Taevun pounded against another door. Odenica blinked and raised her eyes to see a set of wooden doors, taller and broader than any she had stood before in her life. Old wreckage littered the shadows of the corridor— broken stone and toppled armor, tapestries and banners burned and slashed. A long carpet covered the length of the passage, but it was torn in places, and the firelight showed spots of discoloration where it
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