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For anyone who still reaches for love in a world divided by hatred





PART ONE





CHAPTER ONE FIRST HOUR OF THE STORM


Observation #520: Storm prediction is a frustrating, imprecise science. Nature always follows a pattern, but this one evades me.

Hypothesis: No true randomness in nature. Storms artificial? —O

Third Age of Storms, 1st Summer, Day 63

Kerina Sol – House of Steel Heavens



Deep in a dream, Yi-Nereen floated through the streets of Kerina Rut in a palanquin. Her city hummed around her; temple bells rang out, deep and sonorous. It was worship day. She was on her way to light bowls of fragrant oil and make her sacrifices to Rasvel, the Giver of Blessings.

The crowd outside her palanquin was unruly. She glimpsed faces contorted with anger, heard voices rising in a muted roar. What were they saying? It was like they were speaking a different language. Her people needed something from her, but she couldn’t understand what it was.

The low, musical sound of the bells climbed higher, frantic, stirring panic in Yi-Nereen’s blood. Her palanquin bearers struggled to make headway through the crowd. The platform jerked and tipped—Yi-Nereen tried to scream, but her voice was gone.

The bells! They were tearing through her head.

Now her people were swarming her fallen palanquin, shouting and reaching for her. They were going to tear her apart.

And she still didn’t know why.

Yi-Nereen opened her eyes, a gasp caught in her throat. Moonlight bled through a crack in the drawn curtains of her bedchamber, painting the furniture in shades of soft gray. It came back to her in a dizzying rush: she was lying abed in the House of Steel Heavens. In Kadrin’s home, far from the streets of Kerina Rut.

But the bells went on ringing. Those were real.

In Kerina Rut, she had been trained to fly from bed the instant the storm bells chimed their first note, ready to serve before she was fully conscious. But Yi-Nereen wasn’t yet accustomed to Kerina Sol’s storm bells; their timbre was different from the ones she’d been conditioned since childhood to obey. It was like dancing to a familiar tune and finding the chorus had changed. Her body stumbled over the missing steps.

Get hold of yourself. It was likely just another drill.

All they’d had in Kerina Sol for the past month were drills. The city had been in the grip of a bizarre storm-drought ever since the Second Storm of Centuries had torn through the city’s shield and destroyed two districts. Most people were grateful for the reprieve. Rasvel’s Mercy, they called it.

Yi-Nereen found it chilling. She was one of only three people in Kerina Sol who knew the truth about the Second Storm of Centuries. She had been the storm, its fury embodied, and she’d come within a hair’s breadth of destroying everything.

She’d learned to never trust good news. A reckoning was coming; she felt the certainty of its approach in her teeth, in her bones.

Yi-Nereen dressed quickly. The whole point of a drill was to act as if it were real. No time for ornaments, makeup, or even to comb her hair; she slept in braids so she would be ready at a moment’s notice. In Kerina Rut, an untimely arrival at her post would have meant a beating—after the storm was over, of course.

Opening the door to the hallway, she blinked against a sudden flare of candlelight.

Kadrin. He’d had no more time to rouse himself than she had, and he looked it. His hair was a dark mop of curls, rumpled from sleep, and he’d tied his robe too hastily; it gaped open, revealing an unseemly triangle of skin. Yi-Nereen averted her eyes. Her heart drummed in her chest.

A month of living under the same roof as Kadrin, and she still wasn’t used to it.

“Reena. I was coming to wake you. Can I walk you to the Wall?”

Yi-Nereen nearly shivered. If a voice could sound half-dressed, in this moment Kadrin’s did. It was a far cry from the way he spoke to her in the daylight with his parents and siblings watching: bright, warm but proper, respectful and a touch distant. They were so rarely permitted to be alone together, now that Kadrin’s mother was making official arrangements for their wedding.

Wedding. Just the thought of that word made Yi-Nereen’s stomach swoop, and not in an altogether pleasant way.

“If you wish,” she said, trying to sound casual, as if walking through the streets with Kadrin in the middle of the night were of no great consequence—as if she were used to going where she liked at any hour, with no escort at all, a free woman of Kerina Sol.

She hardly felt free at all. Quite the opposite. She felt bound, tongue-tied by all she wanted to say and couldn’t find words to express. Perhaps it would be easier to write them down. But wasn’t it ridiculous, the idea of writing a letter to a man whose house she lived in?

They walked through the dark, hushed halls of the House together, a handspan apart. Close enough for Yi-Nereen to feel Kadrin’s warmth, but not touching. She thought of taking his arm. But part of her balked, unwilling to risk shattering whatever fragile balance existed between them.

They’d kissed exactly once, on the balcony of a castle trembling in a storm. It had felt like a beginning, a prelude to the life Yi-Nereen had always longed for but never allowed herself to contemplate. But in the weeks since that kiss, Yi-Nereen had come to doubt everything. This new life of hers felt hollow, incomplete.

She knew exactly what was missing—or rather, who—but what could she do about it?

Yi-Nereen stepped over the House’s threshold and tensed.

“It isn’t a drill,” she said.

The storm bells went on clanging, louder than ever. Kadrin frowned up at the dark sky. “How can you tell?”

“I just can.”

The air felt charged and sharp; the hair on Yi-Nereen’s arms stood on end. She could taste the approaching storm on the wind. It felt closer than it should. Had the stormwatchers given less warning than usual?

Kadrin was Talentless. He didn’t have the connection to the storms that a shieldcaster or a sparkrider had; he couldn’t sense them coming until they were upon him. Yi-Nereen’s skin crawled at the thought, but she chastised herself for it. She had to unlearn the prejudices Kerina Rut had instilled in her, even the ones that were unconscious. Especially those.

“I need to get to the Wall,” she said. “Quickly. Go inside, Kadrin.”

She didn’t wait to see whether he would do as she asked. Her assigned post was on the sector of Wall around Orchard District, seven minutes away from the House at a flat run. From the acrid, electric taste of the air on her tongue, Yi-Nereen sensed the storm would be here sooner than that.

By the time she reached the Wall, puffing hard, a stitch burning in her side, the shieldcasters had already raised the dome without her. The sky glowed blue; the city fell still, like the kerina was holding its breath. The bells had stopped.

Kerina Sol’s Wall was a raised stone walkway that encircled the city, connecting the barbettes: circular platforms, one per district, where shieldcasters positioned themselves in a storm to raise the dome over the city. Three shieldcasters stood atop Orchard District’s barbette, arms outstretched as they poured power into the shield. Yi-Nereen joined the two reserves seated behind them, a man and a woman who cast her sidelong glances but said nothing of her lateness. Yi-Nereen wished they would. She had an excuse—the House of Steel Heavens was located deep within the city, instead of close to the Wall like the compounds where the other shieldcasters lived—but she wouldn’t have minded a light scolding.

In Kerina Rut, she’d served in the Shield Corps alongside her kin: a stable of uncles and aunts, cousins and nieces and nephews. All of them had the Shield Lord’s ear, and so Yi-Nereen could trust none of them. Any stray word of hers could be twisted into something unbecoming of a First Daughter, a mark against her marriage prospects; it was safer to keep her lips sealed.

For as long as a storm lasted, all the shieldcasters were prisoners sentenced to the same fate, yet Yi-Nereen had always stood uniquely alone.

She’d hoped Kerina Sol would be different—that the shieldcasters here could be her confidantes, perhaps even her friends. But so far, they’d held her at arm’s length. That was to be expected, Yi-Nereen knew. She was an outsider, the sole Rut-blood among their ranks.

“Couldn’t last forever,” the man next to her said. He was the older of the two reserves, bald but with enough gray streaks in his beard to mark him for nearing the end of his half-life. “The storms had to come back eventually. At least we’re useful again, eh?”

The other reserve scoffed. She wore her hair in a short, shaggy cut that reminded Yi-Nereen painfully of—someone else’s. “So much for Rasvel’s Mercy. The Giver decided we were growing lazy, I suppose. A shame. I rather liked all the extra sleep.”

Yi-Nereen racked her brain for their names: Brisen and Sofia. She’d listened to their banter for over a dozen drills, but never found the bravery to join in. Her isolated upbringing in the Tower had ill-prepared her for living among the loquacious, irreverent people of Kerina Sol. A comment like Sofia’s would have bordered on blasphemy in Kerina Rut.

The storm was almost upon the city now. She heard its low, inconstant shriek beyond the shimmering blue barrier surrounding the ramparts. It pounded in her ears like blood. When Yi-Nereen closed her eyes, she found herself reliving memories: her own hand reaching through the storm to crush Kerina Sol’s defenders and fall upon the helpless city like a predator swooping in for the kill.

She’d never felt so powerful. So blissful and unafraid. She craved that feeling again, hungered for it with an intensity that frightened and sickened her.

“You all right, Princess?”

Brisen and Sofia were looking at her. Yi-Nereen’s hands were twisting in her lap; her face was cold and clammy. She tried to smile. “Oh, I’m fine—”

Thunder drowned her voice. The sky flashed white, bright enough to make Yi-Nereen flinch.

Good. She should fear the storm, not herself. Never again would she taste the might Tibius Vann had bestowed upon her, and thank the gods for that. No one could be trusted with such power.

It happened so quickly she almost didn’t see it. One of the shieldcasters holding the dome collapsed. The woman’s legs buckled and she sagged forward, stumbling over the parapet.

“Tela!”

Brisen dove for her. Yi-Nereen was a moment behind him. Together they pulled Tela down by the waist, back onto the safety of the Wall. The woman lay senseless on the stone, eyes rolled back in her skull. Yi-Nereen fumbled for a pulse in her neck and found one—thank Rasvel.

The other two shieldcasters hadn’t so much as flinched. They stood in place, arms raised, blue tendrils streaming from their fingers into the shimmering dome. Yi-Nereen glanced at Brisen, who was crouched beside Tela’s limp form.

“Go,” he said. “I’ve got her.”

Yi-Nereen straightened—but Sofia shouldered past her. “Let me.” She took the spot between the two active shieldcasters before Yi-Nereen could argue.

Yi-Nereen had been the strongest shieldcaster in Kerina Rut, the product of a line of carefully bred Talent. She had tasted ambrosia and cast a shield so massive it could encompass an entire storm, shape it to her will. Now she’d been shoved aside by a Sol-blood woman who didn’t trust her to hold rank. Treated like a novice.

They didn’t know her, Yi-Nereen reminded herself. She’d have to prove her worth. After a month of drills, now was her chance.

“Rasvel have mercy,” Brisen said, his voice flat with horror. “Curing District.”

Yi-Nereen followed his gaze up and westward. A fissure had formed in the dome, like water parting around a rock. It could give at any moment, allowing the storm to roar in like a flood. Yi-Nereen knew the signs; she had seen a handful of dome failures in Kerina Rut. The shieldcasters could regroup and raise the dome again. But lives would be lost.

“Someone in that sector must have collapsed,” Yi-Nereen said, though she doubted her own words. Even in Kerina Rut, with its dangerously undermanned Shield Corps, she’d never seen a shieldcaster collapse in the first hour of a storm. Tela could have been suffering from some ailment that weakened her, but the odds of another shieldcaster dropping at the same time were low.

“There was something different about that lightning strike,” Brisen said. “I felt it. This isn’t a normal storm. Listen.”

Yi-Nereen willed her thundering heart to calm so she could hear the wind beyond the dome. Did it sound different? She couldn’t tell. But she thought of that sense she’d had lately of a reckoning waiting in the wings, its hot breath on her neck.

It was here. Now. The realization washed over her in a chilling wave.

“Curing was short a shieldcaster,” Brisen said. “They only had two reserves. Oh gods, if Tela wasn’t the only one… If the dome fails and there’s another strike like that—”

“I’ll go to Curing,” Yi-Nereen said. “They need reinforcement.”

Brisen shook his head. “We’re both staying right here until orders come. Shield Lord Tethris will handle redistricting. She’ll send out novitiates if she has to.”

“Curing doesn’t have time to wait for novitiates!”

Brisen didn’t understand. Kerina Sol was flush with Talent; he’d never faced a storm with half the complement of shieldcasters he needed to survive it, praying for Rasvel’s mercy the whole dark night long.

If the Second Storm of Centuries had caused this, she had caused this. So it fell to her to make amends. She wouldn’t allow Kerina Sol to be destroyed.

“Princess, wait—”

Yi-Nereen took off running.



The architects of Kerina Sol deserved a thousand humiliations for the inefficiency of the city’s design: a sprawling honeycomb of districts all contained by a single outer Wall. Yi-Nereen cursed them all as she ran. She shouldn’t have to circumnavigate the city to reach a district in trouble; it was a waste of precious time.

Her home, Kerina Rut, was built in the shape of a wheel: a central tower with raised spokes of Wall radiating outward, dividing the city into pie-shaped districts. Yi-Nereen usually served out a storm in the Tower of Arrested Stars itself. Her father rarely trusted her on the outer Wall, as if Yi-Nereen could find some opportunity for mischief while she was pouring all her blood and sweat into keeping her city safe.

She cursed him, too, for good measure.

Curing District was two sectors over from Orchard. Yi-Nereen ran through Jade District’s barbette on the way without sparing a word for the shieldcasters there. Three of them standing, still—good. But a man lay slumped against the parapet, gasping for breath, and Yi-Nereen saw only a single reserve crouched beside him. Where was the other?

Her heart beat a fearful staccato against her ribs. The storm had barely begun. How much worse could it get?

Yi-Nereen stumbled onto Curing District’s barbette. “I’m here!”

Three bodies in blue robes lay unconscious on the ramparts, scattered like dolls. Two shieldcasters still stood. “Who’s that?” one of them demanded.

He couldn’t see her, Yi-Nereen realized; he’d gone shield-blind, his vision darkened by the strain of holding a collapsing shield.

“Yi-Nereen. From Orchard.”

The sound of her name—obviously Rut-blood—sank in the air between them like a stone.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he snapped. “Go back to your post. We don’t need—”

Thunder roared. A blinding white flash filled the air. Yi-Nereen blinked furiously, hands over her ears, trying to restore her vision.

The man who’d spoken was gone. Gone. Over the parapet, just like Tela would have been if Brisen hadn’t caught her.

“What’s happening?” the other shieldcaster wailed. Her shoulders buckled, like someone had heaped a sack of bricks on her back. The blue light streaming from her fingers flickered. “I can’t—I can’t see—”

“Steady!” Yi-Nereen shouted. “I’m with you!”

She stepped up to the parapet, threw out her arms, and burned mana.

The weight of the shield crashed down on her. It was fire and ice, burning a trail through her veins. Her mind surged beyond her skin, out into the dome. At once, she felt every slash of wind and flung pebble as if her own flesh were under assault. But she wasn’t one person anymore, trembling and vulnerable in the storm.

She was every shieldcaster who stood atop the Wall. Her strength was theirs, and theirs was hers. We will hold.

Her fear faded, erased by a lifetime of discipline. Under her dome slept an entire city of souls. No harm would befall them under her watch.

She was their shield and she would not break.



Yi-Nereen was still conscious when the storm ended, but only just.

Reinforcements arrived eventually, but they were barely trained novitiates. Just children, really. Yi-Nereen refused to let any of them replace her. Brisen was right; this storm was different, deadlier. If she had a choice, she would have borne its cost all on her own.

She stood, hour after hour, pouring herself into the shield while volunteers brought her fresh mana to infuse. Until finally the wind calmed and the dust receded. The storm had passed; now it moved east.

The moment the dome dropped, so did Yi-Nereen. She lay down right there on the stone tiles and closed her eyes. Her arms were leaden weights, her skull stuffed with cotton. Breathe, she told herself. It’s over.

“Bravo,” came a voice from above her. “What a show.”

Yi-Nereen forced her eyes open. The bony, angular face of Shield Lord Tethris swam into view above her. If Yi-Nereen hadn’t recognized her on sight, the stars adorning her midnight-blue robes would have signaled her station.

“Where did you come from?” Yi-Nereen’s exhaustion precluded politeness. Tethris was her distant cousin anyway, and she was finished with paying respects to her kin.

“I’ve been standing beside you for the past hour. You were too busy playing heroine to notice.”

“What?”

“I assigned you a post for a reason, Yi-Nereen. If I don’t know where my shieldcasters are, how am I meant to field reinforcements? Every man, woman, and child under my command knows better than to leave their post. Except one.”

With a soft groan, Yi-Nereen pushed herself into a sitting position. Every muscle ached. She didn’t have the stomach for this conversation, but she had little choice.

“The dome on this sector was about to crack. I made a decision—”

“If the dome cracks,” Tethris said, “I handle it.”

How many times had Yi-Nereen begged forgiveness for an error, even when she didn’t truly believe she’d been wrong? In their crueler moments, her father and brothers had made a sport of breaking her. They’d perfected a whole host of techniques for making her doubt herself, pushing and pushing until they were satisfied her tears of remorse were genuine.

Part of Yi-Nereen knew that Tethris wasn’t like that. In this instance, perhaps she was even right—perhaps Yi-Nereen owed her an apology.

Yi-Nereen would spit blood before she groveled in front of someone again.

“Why were only two reserves assigned to this sector?” Yi-Nereen asked coldly.

Tethris stiffened. “What?”

“You had access to reinforcements. Why weren’t they posted on the barbette to begin with? If Curing had a full complement of shieldcasters, the dome would never have splintered and I would have had no reason to leave my post.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Yi-Nereen saw movement. Someone had just climbed onto the barbette behind Shield Lord Tethris. Kadrin. He stood there, chest heaving, his hair lank with sweat. The relieved smile that split his face faded as Yi-Nereen spoke.

Stop this, she told herself desperately, stop. But her tongue had a mind of its own.

“This was a failure in leadership. Your mistake. Not mine.”

Tethris’s stare was flinty. “You’re on leave,” she said. “Two weeks. I don’t want to see you on the Wall again until after you’re wed. Perhaps by then, you’ll have adjusted yourself to our customs. Your father may have tolerated your disrespect, but I certainly won’t.”

For one all-consuming moment, Yi-Nereen wanted nothing more than to shove Tethris from the ramparts and watch her fall, screaming, into the wastes below. Her father. How dare Tethris mention her father.

“Reena.”

She flinched at the touch of a hand on her shoulder. It was Kadrin, gently guiding her from the ramparts.

“Come, let’s go home.”

Yi-Nereen was trembling, and Kadrin was warm, solid, and steady. He smelled like earth and bread. Part of her longed desperately to fall into his arms and sob away her rage and frustration. Another part wanted to push him violently away—to preempt the day when he would surely come to his senses and see her for what she truly was: a senseless, broken thing, a tangled mass of thorns that could only draw blood if he touched her.

It was why Jin had left. Yi-Nereen was sure of it.

“I heard what happened,” Kadrin said as they limped slowly through the dark streets. “The shieldcasters who collapsed. I couldn’t sleep a wink until I knew you weren’t one of the dead.”

“Dead?” The word wrenched itself from Yi-Nereen’s throat. But of course. The shieldcaster who’d fallen over the parapet when she’d arrived in Curing District couldn’t have survived.

One of the dead. That meant there were more.

Yi-Nereen stole a glance at Kadrin. There was a distant, glazed quality to his eyes, like he was reliving a waking nightmare. “One dead in Orchard District,” he said quietly. “They couldn’t give me a name, so I ran as fast as I could to the Wall. To your post. You weren’t there, Reena. I… I thought…”

His voice tore at her, but her heart hammered for a different reason. “Someone died in Orchard?”

“A reserve whose heart gave out in the third hour. He was older, close to his half-life.” Kadrin let out a rattling sigh. “It could have happened in any storm, but everyone’s saying this one was different. Did you know him? Reena?”

He stopped walking, because Yi-Nereen had frozen in place.

Brisen. She’d left him with three other shieldcasters still standing. She’d thought him safe.

He’d joked about being useful again, after a month of drills. He’d noticed Yi-Nereen’s silent horror at her own thoughts and asked if she was all right. When Tela fell, he’d been so swift to catch her.

He’d called after Yi-Nereen as she left, warning her not to go.

Yi-Nereen’s head pounded. She had to fix this. But the only way to make amends for a death was to ensure it never happened again. How?

After tonight, she was certain of one thing: the Second Storm of Centuries had seemingly launched the wasteland into a new age of storms, even deadlier than the last. Even Kerina Sol’s profusion of Talent wasn’t enough to safeguard them any longer.

Yi-Nereen’s treatise—only half-reconstructed a month after Falka had flung her research from the peak of Mount Vetelu—might succeed in repairing the bloodlines, but by then it would be too late.

Her thoughts whirled, caught in a windstorm. I must save them. Save them all. I must—I must—

Kadrin gazed at her, brow furrowed, then turned his face toward the blush of pink growing in the eastern sky. “I wonder if she’s out there. Running from the storm.”

Yi-Nereen felt a hand close around her heart, her thoughts scattering like ashes. She and Kadrin never said Jin’s name anymore. But she was always there. Standing in the space between them, leaning against doorways and lurking in Yi-Nereen’s dreams, a mana-cig between her lips and hands scarred with old burns.

Oh, they’d tried to find her. Kadrin had even posted false notices of courier work, hoping to lure Jin to a meeting so they could talk. He’d had the romantic notion that if only all three of them could sit down together, he and Yi-Nereen could convince Jin to be in their lives, in whatever role she wanted to play. But Jin had seemingly left Kerina Sol altogether.

Even Jin’s mother, who worked in the House’s kitchen now, claimed not to know where Jin was. She’d sounded distraught enough that Yi-Nereen believed her.

“That’s what a courier does,” Yi-Nereen said. “It’s the life she wants.”

But she never dreamed about Jin flying over the dunes on her bike anymore. Those had been good dreams, fantasies to comfort Yi-Nereen when she was a prisoner in her father’s tower.

She had different dreams now. Darker ones.

Last night, Jin had been in the crowd outside her palanquin. But while everyone else was tearing through the wreckage, howling for Yi-Nereen’s blood, Jin just stood in the background. Staring at her with those wounded dark eyes. As if she wanted something from Yi-Nereen, just like the screaming mob, but she’d die before she asked for it.

What do you want from me? Yi-Nereen wanted to plead.

But she was sure she’d never know.





CHAPTER TWO LIVING SACRIFICE


Observation #479: Like Talentless humans, saurians lack mana affinity. They neither rely on consumption of mana nor suffer from its overapplication.

Hypothesis: Mana affinity requires possession of a soul. Current temple doctrine in support. —O

Third Age of Storms, 1st Summer, Day 63

Kerina Sol – Curing District



Jin smelled like shit. That wasn’t a figure of speech; she’d spent all day up to her knees in cow dung, mucking out livestock pens in Curing District. So it was no great surprise that when she trudged into the Chandru’s Den, the rest of the clientele gave her dirty looks and made ample room for her at the bar.

Jin couldn’t be offended. She was past that. Past feeling sorry for herself, even.

Laughter at a nearby table caught her attention. Two men and a woman, all of them dressed in rough-grain leather. Bonehelms rested on the table beside their drinks. Couriers, obviously. How far had they ridden to meet here? Jin wondered. Was it an appointment arranged months ahead of time, or happy coincidence?

The whiskey tasted metallic. Maybe the bartender had given her a batch that had languished too long on the bottom shelf, or maybe her senses were acting up again. Ever since she’d lost her Talent, her body didn’t work quite right. She was forever getting headaches, seeing lights dancing in the periphery, hearing phantom sounds. Like a child’s cruel laugh or a rovex’s roar.

Talentless didn’t normally suffer those problems, but Jin had the dubious honor of being special: she was the first person to ever survive the loss of their Talent.

Dwelling on the whiskey’s metallic taste was dangerously close to self-pity, so she downed the cup and ordered another. The second tasted worse.

Jin eyed the shelves behind the bartender, lingering on the bottles of bloomfruit wine. Too expensive. The livestock pens hired Talentless, but at shit rates for shit work. There were always the tannery vats, right next to the pens, but Jin preferred cow dung to a combination bouquet of blood, shit, and urine.

The Chandru’s Den felt subdued tonight. After a storm, people were usually eager to get sloshed and celebrate being alive, but last night’s storm had been different. Jin’s hand tightened on her cup. Word had it that two shieldcasters had died.

She’d felt a guilty surge of relief when she learned both of them were men.

A fresh cup thudded onto the bar in front of her. Jin sniffed. “I didn’t pay for that.”

The bartender jerked his thumb. “He did.”

The space Jin’s aroma had cleared for her wasn’t empty anymore. Jin froze. On the stool beside her sat Kadrin, elbow propped on the bar, smirking at her in a most uncharacteristic manner.

Jin’s gut clenched. He’d found her. How?

She’d spent a month avoiding all her usual haunts, hoping to fool everyone into thinking she’d left the city altogether. Had it all been a waste? Had Kadrin known the whole fucking time that she was here, frittering away her hard-gotten coin at all of Kerina Sol’s dingiest watering holes?

Wait a godsdamn second.

“Elie?” Jin croaked.

Of course that wasn’t Kadrin’s smile. Because it wasn’t Kadrin—it was his sister, Eliesen, lounging on the stool in her brother’s clothes. The dim lights and mana-cig smoke wreathing through the tavern had fooled Jin. Just like it had on that night years ago, when she’d met a slim, curly-haired stranger in a different shithole and spent the loneliest hours of the morning getting lost in her lips and hands.

“Did you think I was him?” Elie asked, obviously delighted. She brushed a lock of brown hair out of her eye, and suddenly she didn’t look like her brother at all anymore. Just Elie, rakish and wicked, the slant of her shoulders oozing confidence—and a lack of sobriety. “Sorry for the surprise. Just a little payback for worrying us all to death.”

She didn’t sound sorry at all. Jin’s shock faded until a cold sort of numbness took its place. She raised her cup to her lips. Bloomfruit wine, the exact bottle she’d been eyeing earlier.

Damn it, Elie.

“So you found me,” Jin said. “What do you want?”

“Now, now. I’ll ask the questions.” Elie scooted closer, as if she couldn’t smell the stink on Jin’s clothes. If she still smoked as much as she had when Jin was seeing her, maybe she couldn’t. “Let’s talk about why you left the House, hmm? Seeing my brother and Her Highness together must have been hard. But if you hadn’t scampered off so quickly, Jin, my darling”—her fingers spiderwalked up Jin’s bicep, making her skin tingle—“they would have explained why you didn’t have to go anywhere.”

“Stop that.”

“You used to like it.” Elie pouted. “But fine. I can take a hint.”

“Not historically, no.”

“Oh, and you’re one to talk. What does someone have to do to convince you they’re in love with you, Jin? Scream it from the rooftops?”

“You’re not in love with me,” Jin said wearily. “You’re just drunk.”

“I wasn’t talking about me.” Elie wound a curl around her finger, smiling blithely. “Though I’ll be honest, I’ve always been a little in love with you. Along with about a dozen other people. That doesn’t bother you, I’m sure.”

Jin rolled her eyes and glanced at the nearby table, where the couriers were sitting. One of the men looked a little familiar, but Jin wasn’t worried he’d recognize her. In the five weeks she’d spent alone, no one but Elie had. Jin’s leathers were packed away, her riding gloves and boots stashed where she didn’t have to look at them anymore. She couldn’t wear them without feeling like a child playing dress-up.

“Get to the point.”

“Fine. I meant Kadrin and Yi-Nereen.”

There it went. Jin’s resolve not to feel sorry for herself anymore—gone. She clutched her cup of wine, her throat too tight to drink. “I know,” she said, before she could think to say anything else.

“You know? You know? Jin, if you know, what the hell are you doing? They want to be with you, which is frankly so audacious I’m annoyed I didn’t come up with the idea myself. Do you know how lucky you are?”

Lucky. Because losing her Talent was lucky. Being in love with two people who were better off without her: that was lucky. Finding out her first love was still alive, only to lose her all over again: lucky.

Jin set down her cup so hard she was surprised it didn’t shatter.

“You haven’t got a clue what you’re talking about. Piss off.”

Elie just rolled her eyes. “Your moods don’t scare me, love. I know you’re all bark and no bite. Whatever that phrase even means.”

Jin stood, shoving back her stool. “It’s about. Fucking dogs.”

She stormed out of the Chandru’s Den, pursued by Elie’s whining complaint that she’d never even seen a dog, so how was she supposed to know where a stupid turn of phrase came from? No doubt the rest of the tavern’s patrons were happy to breathe slightly fresher air in Jin’s absence. Elie’s hurried footsteps pattered behind her.

“Jin, wait.”

Suddenly Elie didn’t sound drunk anymore. A lamp swung slowly in the air above them, shedding orange light across the dusk-darkened street. The sight of the lamp made Jin’s heart twist; she felt angry tears prick her eyes. The careful wall she’d built around her heart had crumbled, destroyed by Elie’s careless touch. Now any reminder of the Talent she’d lost was going to wreck her for Rasvel knew how long.

“I’ve been afraid,” Elie said. “No one knew what happened to you. You just woke up that morning and ran off. I understand a broken heart, Jin, believe me I do—but not even saying goodbye to your mother? What are you running from?”

Jin steeled herself and turned to face her.

She couldn’t tell Elie the truth. That would make its way back to Kadrin and Yi-Nereen, and they’d never stop trying to make things right: an impossible task that would ruin them both.

In her darker moments, Jin had contemplated confessing the truth. Maybe there was a way to reverse what Yi-Nereen had done to her. But the chance was so slim, and the price of failure too high. Yi-Nereen would think herself a monster.

Elie wouldn’t leave until she heard something. So Jin would have to give her a lie to chew on. A lie meaty enough that Eliesen wouldn’t probe her further.

“It wouldn’t work.” Jin made her face hard, infused her voice with disgust. “The three of us together? It would be wrong.”

She wasn’t prepared for how rotten the words would taste.

Elie’s eyes narrowed. “Do you really think that? You don’t sound so sure.”

“I’m sure.”

“Good.” Elie almost spat the word. “If there’s even the slightest chance you aren’t, better think it through quickly. The wedding’s in three weeks.”

The wedding? Jin rocked back on her heels, a phantom pain blooming between her ribs. Like she’d been stabbed, right in the same place where Falka’s blade had pierced her. The wound had long since healed, but Jin could remember how it had felt with perfect clarity.

“I’m done with this.” She turned before her expression could betray her. “Leave me be.”

She walked unsteadily into the dark anonymity of the slums, leaving Elie alone under the orange glimmer of the streetlamp.



The Second Storm of Centuries had shattered two districts in Kerina Sol, stolen Jin’s Talent and the two people she loved away from her, and destroyed her mother’s home.

Jin picked her way through the rubble that had once been Forge District’s main thoroughfare. During daylight hours, Forge District teemed with stoneshapers and metalcrafters working to repair the ruins that surrounded her. But at night, the place was empty and full of ghosts.

Jin liked it that way. The Second Storm had made her into a ghost, too.

She passed a twisted heap of broken masonry that had once been Eomma’s bakery. Somewhere under all those stone slabs were the few belongings Jin and her mother had brought from fallen Kerina Tez: a pair of gold-plated earrings, a scroll case with a letter from Jin’s father inside. A rusted gear from Lorne’s workshop. Jin had spent a few nights digging through the rubble before, but all she’d gotten for her pains was bloody fingernails. A job for someone with Talent.

One of the knight ramps allowing quick egress from the district had collapsed in the Second Storm, leaving a hole in the Wall. The city guard had rigged a walkway from planks and shored up the gap, but they’d left a crack Jin could squeeze through.

Just like that, she was out of Kerina Sol.

With the dusk-dreaming city at her back, she leaned against the Wall and gazed upon her true first love—the wastes. The wind kissed her cheeks. The sand made little eddies at her feet. The horizon was a flat black line against the faint purple flush of sunset, studded with rocks and jagged wasteland cacti.

She couldn’t see the highway from here, but she knew it was out there. The highways never changed.

They were the only part of the wasteland that didn’t.

Glittering storm dust crunched beneath her boots as Jin strode toward the distant black shape of a rock outcropping. Normally it was a risk to venture into the wastes on foot; if a storm blew through, she’d have to scuttle back sharp-quick. But tonight she’d be safe. Storms never struck two nights in a row.

The first time she’d done this, she hadn’t had the same guarantee. But that had been in the early, raw days of her Talentlessness, when she still wasn’t sure it was something she wanted to survive. She’d hiked half a day through the wastes like an ant marching mindlessly across the sand, searching for something she couldn’t name. A slow death, probably.

Her father had died in a city, at the hands of men. Jin had always been determined to die in the wastes. She’d just expected to do it on a bike, not on blistered feet.

On that day, she’d seen him. Not her father; Screech.

His shadow had fallen over her like a veil. She’d looked up, lips crackling from sunburn, to see the beast gliding far above her. Her gut had clenched in fear, the first real terror she’d felt since waking up Talentless. Pteropters weren’t usually a threat to anyone on a magebike, but she was on foot, and this one was big.

In the black shadow of those wings, she’d glimpsed her end and realized she wasn’t ready for it after all.

Then the pteropter shrieked, and she knew his cry. He’d wheeled away and was gone, a dark speck in the ether, before she could call out.

That fear had saved her. She’d turned around and gone straight back to Kerina Sol, arriving after dusk with nothing worse than a dry throat and sore heels.

The rock outcropping was a lonely place. Two boulders rose from the sand, jutting straight upward, sides scoured clean by countless years of exposure. Jin hoisted herself onto the shorter boulder, grunting in exertion. The boulder was flat on top and almost square, its resemblance to a sacrificial altar only intensified by the smears of dried blood caked into its cracks and divots.

For a moment Jin imagined herself a living sacrifice, chained here for the wasteland to devour at its leisure. But that was silly fantasy, no more.

She shrugged off her pack and took out a lump of stinking offal wrapped in butcher’s paper. Her time in the livestock pens had inured her to the smell; she barely wrinkled her nose. She slopped the sheep intestines onto the boulder and jumped down to retreat to a safe distance.

Then she waited.

An hour went by. Wasteland chill crept into her bones. Jin swallowed her disappointment—so he wasn’t coming.

The moon winked out. Wind rushed over her, scattering her hair over her face. The hulking shape of a massive pteropter alighted on the boulder. Talons scraped against stone, a dull shriek that hurt Jin’s ears and set her bones ringing.

Screech dipped his beak into the sheep guts and began the noisy business of slurping them down.

Jin cleared her throat. “You’re welcome.”

The saurian took no notice of her. He never did until he was finished eating. His appetite had ballooned along with his size; Jin was sure the scraps of meat she took him every few days were just a treat, not his main food source. Maybe he fed on other saurians or unlucky sparkriders.

He’d grown gigantic and gorgeous. The violet feathers in the crest fanning from his head were as long as Jin’s arm; the last light of sunset lit his ridged back in streaks of bloody gold. She’d never seen a pteropter so large. Just a month and a half ago, he’d fit in her bonehelm; now he was bigger than a palanquin, with wings long enough to blot out the sky. And while pteropters tended to flock together, Jin had only ever seen him alone.

She was sure he was an oddity. A freak, just like her.

That was why she kept feeding him, even if he never showed an ounce of gratitude beyond not eating her. Maybe one of these days he would eat her. But until then, it cheered her ever so slightly to see him.

“Done yet?”

Screech snapped down one last slimy chunk, shifted his weight, and stared at her with one beady black eye. His beak clacked, a sound like rattling bones.

Sometimes Jin thought he was trying to communicate with her, even as the voice of rationality in her head—a stunted, pitiful thing—knew it was probably just a territorial gesture. A pteropter’s way of saying Keep your distance.

Saurians weren’t supposed to be intelligent. But people from the kerinas didn’t know much about saurians at all. And the people who did—Faolin’s people, the reclusive Talentless out in the wasteland—were now beyond Jin’s reach.

“So, about what I asked last time,” Jin said. “That relative of yours. The big guy who swims around in mana springs. You seen him lately? Think he fancies a chat?”

Screech swiveled his head to stare at her with his other eye.

Jin didn’t know if what she’d seen back then was real, or if her dying, mana-drunk brain had hallucinated the giant saurian and her father’s ghost. But if it had been real, then there were truths beyond anything the kerinas understood about mana.

One of those truths might tell her how to get her Talent back.

Jin crossed her arms. “Give me something, or I’ll stop feeding you innards.”

The saurian opened his beak and shrieked. Jin nearly jumped out of her skin. Up close the sound was earsplitting, skull shattering. Her head rang and her heart pounded. Danger, sang her instincts, danger danger danger run.

With a flap of those monstrous wings, Screech took flight. He was away and gone before Jin could remember how to breathe.

What a goddamn fool she was. He kept coming back because she kept bringing him food—that was all, the fucking end of it, case closed. She was wasting her time out here. Wasting her coin on half-rotted entrails.

One of these days he really would eat her, and that would be that.

Jin slung her empty pack over her shoulder and began the long, cold walk back to Kerina Sol.



Ducking through the gap in the Wall, Jin felt an icy hand grip her by the wrist. She cursed and tore herself free, panting. Eliesen glared back at her.

“What in the gods’ names were you doing out there? On foot?”

“You fucking followed me?”

“Yeah, I fucking followed you. I’ve been waiting here for hours. I was this close to going after you.” Elie’s voice was sharp enough to cut Jin to the quick; guilt had always had that effect on her. “Risking the wastes without a bike? What were you thinking? Where have you been?”

“Leave me alone.” Jin tried to push past, but Elie stood in her way.

“I’ll tell Kadrin,” Elie said. “Finding you in the Chandru’s Den was between you and me. But if you’re trying to get yourself killed out there, he deserves to know.”

“Fine,” Jin snapped. “Tell him.”

Elie’s eyes flashed. “I will. And your mother.”

“Oh, that’s low.”

“Nothing’s beneath me. Well, you were, once.”

Jin felt an astonished smirk tugging at the corners of her mouth, even though she was still buzzing with fury. Gods, she’d been lonely. Even an argument with Elie was more fun than she’d had in weeks. But damn it, she still couldn’t afford to slip.

“Don’t you have better things to do than follow me around?”

Not the wittiest comeback, but nobody could claim that trophy from Elie.

Elie shrugged, her expression guarded. “I didn’t come to Curing’s sleaziest booze den looking for you. That was just a happy coincidence. Truth is, I’ve been scraping the barrel a bit lately.”

Jin quirked an eyebrow. “Has the parade of lovers finally come to an end, then?”

“It’s not them, it’s me.” Eliesen ran a hand through her curls. “Maybe it’s Kadrin finally getting married. With the looks Mother’s been giving me lately, I can tell she wants me tied down next. You’re lucky, Jin. No one’s coming after you to squeeze out an heir.”

“You keep using that word,” Jin said wryly. “It doesn’t mean what you think it means.”

“Lucky? Don’t get cute. All I mean is that I wish I were like you. Free to roam out there.” Eliesen stared dreamily through the gap in the Wall. “Where it doesn’t matter what your name is or what you’ve got between your legs. I just want to feel like a person and not somebody’s future wife.”

Jin bit her lip. Elie was starting to sound a little too much like a certain someone else; the scar on Jin’s ribs ached.

“I never said thanks,” she said. “For the bike.”

“You never returned it, either,” Eliesen pointed out. “I had to charm my way out of that one.”

“Couldn’t have been too difficult. You’re you.”

“Always,” Elie sighed, “much to my detriment.” She dug into her pocket and came out with a mana-cig between her fingers. “Can I get a light?”

Jin’s world narrowed. She’d lit hundreds of mana-cigs in her life with a lazy snap of her fingers, easy as breathing—hundreds, and this was the only one that mattered.

How simple her undoing was, in the end.

“Jin?” Eliesen’s voice sounded like it was coming down a tunnel.

There was no reason, no reason at all, why she wouldn’t light Eliesen’s mana-cig for her. Jin lifted her gaze, slow and filled with dread, from the cig to Eliesen’s face.

She knew. Somehow, she knew. The horror on her face said it all.

“Jin,” Eliesen whispered. “What happened to you?”

“Don’t tell them. Please.”

Elie wrung her hands, apparently at a loss for words. The longer Jin looked at her, the sicker she felt. So she turned away and left Kadrin’s sister there, standing in the ruins of a shattered district with only the ghosts for company, mana-cig still unlit.





CHAPTER THREE THE CAPTIVE


Observation #535: Incidence of mindtalent is no higher than 1/400, according to genealogical records. Rarest of all Talents, or simply of those known to the public? No current hypothesis. —O

Third Age of Storms, 1st Summer, Day 63

Kerina Rut – Legion Barracks



The pale light filtering through the cell window did Sou-Zell’s captive no favors. Lank hair fell over the sharp bones of her face like bleached grass; her eyes held none of the taunting spark that had so infuriated Sou-Zell upon their first meeting. A bowl of gruel sat untouched on the table between them.

“My patience wears thin,” Sou-Zell said, though the words rang hollow. His patience had worn thin long ago and changed nothing between them. “How much longer do you think I’ll keep you housed and fed here if you don’t say a word? Your time is running short.”

Falka stared through him and said nothing.

No change from yesterday, then, or the day before. Or every day since Sou-Zell had brought her back to Kerina Rut. He’d arranged for Captain Dev-Larai to keep her in a cell the Legion usually reserved for murderers awaiting trial. It was secure, removed from the public eye, and Sou-Zell had paid a handsome sum to keep the Legion from tipping off the High Houses about his prisoner.

If the Lords of Kerina Rut found out what Falka knew—what she could do—they would be swift to pounce. They would deem her knowledge heretical and bury its existence and Falka both.

Sou-Zell wouldn’t let that happen. He needed the truth more than the High Houses needed order.

“You still eat,” he said. “You still drink. I know you don’t want to die. But that is all your stubbornness will amount to in the end, if you don’t talk.”

He kept his voice controlled, but desperation clawed at him. Falka wasn’t the one running out of time. He was.

“If you think you would be better off in the custody of the High Houses, think again. I am the only man in Kerina Rut who can help you. What do you want? Money? Freedom? I can arrange it for you.”

“Liar,” Falka said.

Sou-Zell jerked in surprise. Had he imagined Falka’s voice? No. It was the first word she’d spoken since he’d found her in the rubble of Mount Vetelu, covered in dust and staring at nothing.

“It’s no lie,” he said. “I can help you. All I need is information.”

“You promised me freedom,” Falka whispered. “All you gave me was madness. A dead man’s voice in my head. What freedom can be found in a land of ashes?”

Sou-Zell cursed. She wasn’t talking to him—but to a ghost, or perhaps someone who had never existed at all. Ravings, nothing more.

He leaned back and rubbed his temples. At first, he had assumed Falka’s state was a ruse meant to frustrate him. Over time he’d reluctantly accepted that her madness was real. Whatever had happened at Mount Vetelu had broken her.

Even the insane could recover in time; Sou-Zell had seen it before. If only he had time to spare.

He’d tried threats. Bribes. Everything short of torture.

Sou-Zell stared at Falka, who was shivering in her chair, and imagined himself striking her. It should have been easy. A month ago, he would have killed her without a second thought—and she would surely have done the same. She was an enemy with information he desperately needed.

But he’d never struck a woman in cold blood before. Not even a heretical woman who’d stolen Talent and a purse full of Sou-Zell’s coin.

Sou-Zell stood abruptly, left the cell, and shut the door. A knight standing guard nodded at him and slid the deadbolt back into place.

Another day wasted—but after all this time, she’d spoken. Perhaps tomorrow Falka would be saner, or Sou-Zell more resolute.

What freedom can be found in a land of ashes?

The question troubled him for the rest of the day, which he spent in the academy archives, searching through dusty scrolls for mention of Mount Vetelu. The ravings of a madwoman… but the words struck a chord. Like he’d heard them before.

The answer came to him as he was packing up his notes to leave.

Sou-Zell went straight to the biography shelf and plucked an unadorned metal scroll case from its niche. A Life Unseen: Tibius Vann, a Biography.

He’d read it repeatedly when he was young and entranced by magebikes. The biography contained little in the way of facts—no one knew much about the mysterious inventor’s background—but it did contain a number of quotes copied from Vann’s own writings.

Sou-Zell pinned the scroll out on a table and ran his finger down the edge until he found the correct section.

Some say my invention is the key to unlocking the wastes. As if the wasteland were a prison, as if freedom lies beyond the walls of our cell. No, it is not so. There is no mythical Green Kingdom. It is the wastes that were once green but now lie in ashes. And what freedom can be found in a land of ashes? None—until we clear the embers and start anew.

Sou-Zell raised his head. “She isn’t mad.”

Falka must have read Vann’s biography at some point in her life. If she could quote obscure texts, she must still remember how to transplant Talent. Sou-Zell had made progress by saying the right word: freedom. He’d unlocked the first compartment and gotten her to speak.

Now he just had to find more of the right words.

He smuggled Vann’s biography past the archive guards and went home. His manor greeted him like a silent, joyless sentinel, eroded by years of neglect. Sou-Zell walked briskly under the peeling archway and made for the east wing for his first stop, his daily filial duty: visiting his mother. But she wasn’t in the sunroom where he’d left her.

“Eomma?” His voice echoed through the empty wing.

He found her on the other side of the manor in the west wing, behind a door Sou-Zell swore he’d locked. She’d found one of his brother’s old tunics and was sitting cross-legged on the rug in his bedchamber, methodically mending a tear.

Sou-Zell lingered in the hallway and watched her sew. Her fingers moved with a deftness he’d thought lost long ago. For a moment he let himself entertain the treacherous thought that, against all reason, she was better.

Then he saw a shiver run through her body. She gasped quietly; the needle had pierced her finger and drawn blood. Sou-Zell fought the urge to snatch the implement from her hands.

“Eomma. Min-Chuul doesn’t need that tunic.”

“He will when he comes home,” his mother said curtly. “Tonight, or perhaps tomorrow. I’ll have his wardrobe ready for him.”

Sou-Zell’s throat tightened. “It’s been a long day. I’m going to have a smoke. Will you come with me?”

Lady Ren sighed, as if Sou-Zell were six years old again and asking her to come see a saurian he’d drawn in the dirt. She rose from the floor, concealing her weakness well; Sou-Zell only guessed at her pain from the careful way she smoothed her skirt.

“Fine, fine. But you’re going to give up that nasty habit before I’m through.”

Sou-Zell smiled hollowly. He’d only begun smoking after his mother had grown too sick to infuse mana any other way. She refused to smoke unless Sou-Zell joined her.

“Here.” His mother retrieved an envelope from her skirts and handed it to him. “This came for you today.”

The envelope was sealed in dark blue wax, stamped with the symbol of a tower. A weight descended on Sou-Zell as he broke the seal and removed the letter.


My dear boy,

I am grieved to hear of Lady Ren’s decline. It was my hope that she could attend my daughters’ betrothal feasts, but alas. Some hopes are not meant to be.

As the dutiful son I know you to be, you can only be absorbed in attending to her. It must be a hardship for you to spare daily visits to your prisoner Falka; clearly she proves oddly resistant to your useful, singular Talent.

Never fear! I shall be happy to take over her interrogation, and will relay to you any information I discover.

Tomorrow I will send my personal physician with some tinctures to ease Lady Ren’s discomfort.

At your disposal,

Lai-Dan, Shield Lord of the Tower of Arrested Stars





Captain Dev-Larai crossed his arms. “You’re making a mistake, my lord. This woman is dangerous. You can’t just lock her in your estate and hope for the best. Either she’ll die of mana thirst, or you’ll give her too much and she’ll overpower you.”

“Noted,” Sou-Zell said. “Now hand her over.”

Falka stood with her wrists bound in front of her, flanked by two knights in half-plate. Her eyes flickered between Captain Dev-Larai and Sou-Zell. Under the sunlight, she looked paler and gaunter than Sou-Zell remembered.

Dev-Larai nodded to his knights. “I’ll have to inform the Lords of the High Houses. It was one matter when you were keeping her here. That was Legion business, and the Houses didn’t need to know. But if she’s loose in the city—”

“Inform whoever you like. Do what you must.” Sou-Zell gripped Falka by her bony shoulder. “But rest easy, Captain. She won’t be roaming the streets.”

He led Falka out of the Legion compound.

In truth, taking her to his estate and keeping her around his mother was the last thing he wanted. But Lai-Dan’s letter had been clear: he knew who Falka was, that she was Talented but somehow immune to Sou-Zell’s mindreading. Sooner or later he would come for her, and Sou-Zell’s last chance to save his House would be torn from his grasp.

Sou-Zell expected Falka to make a mad dash the moment they were out of the compound. It was the best chance she’d had in weeks, though she was mana-starved and Sou-Zell was ready for her. But she just let him lead her through back alleys and seldom-used avenues to his estate in her usual silence.

He’d been certain yesterday that her sanity was intact, but doubt gnawed at him now. The sneering bounty hunter he’d hired to track his lost betrothed would never in a thousand years have let Sou-Zell lead her around like cattle.

Captain Dev-Larai had been right on one count. Sou-Zell’s estate wasn’t designed for holding prisoners. The best Sou-Zell could think of was the wine cellar: it was underground, away from prying eyes, and he could lock the hatch from the outside.

Falka stood in the dimness of the candlelit cellar, looking around slowly, while Sou-Zell laid out bread, water jugs, and a wool blanket.

“No questions today.” Sou-Zell cut the rope around her wrists. “I don’t have the time. But if you’d like to do some reading…”

He set down Tibius Vann’s biography before her and went upstairs to lock the hatch.

Another wave of doubt crashed over him. Sou-Zell leaned against a table and inhaled deeply. What choice did he have but to keep her here?

If Lai-Dan got his hands on Falka, he’d order his torturers to rip the knowledge from her head and never share it with anyone else. Sou-Zell had his Talent, but all Lai-Dan had to do was forbid him access, and he’d be helpless to do anything but watch as Lai-Dan wielded Falka’s secrets to consolidate his own power.

“What are you doing?”

His mother stood in the kitchen doorway, her head cocked. A single earring flashed in her ear; she wasn’t wearing the other. Sou-Zell straightened hastily. He’d expected her to still be in bed.

“Nothing.”

“You were in the cellar.” Her narrowed eyes flitted to the hatch. “Is someone down there?”

“Eomma.”

Sou-Zell laced his voice with a warning. His mother should know better than to question him or his dealings. She must have an inkling of all the things Sou-Zell had done to maintain their House and stretch their fortune in the lean years since his father’s death. He’d kept Min-Chuul from the drug dens, until his brother grew too headstrong to listen to him anymore. He’d arranged for a betrothal that had almost saved their bloodline.

Almost.

The whole time, Lady Ren had looked the other way and left Sou-Zell’s business alone. But now, under her cold glare, Sou-Zell realized his mistake. This manor was her domain. He might be its lord, but she was still its lady.

“Come to dinner,” she said. “We’ll talk it over.”

Sou-Zell watched her go, noting the stiffness of her gait.

How much longer? a voice within him asked, as it did several times each day. How much longer can she survive?

In his childhood, the Manor of Hushed Whispers had been a place of sunlit rooms and busy servants—his mother and father listening to musicians playing in the courtyard, dinner guests from every noble House in the city, invitations to every royal wedding, tutors in every subject.

Now his father was dead, his brother gone, his home crumbling, and his mother hobbling through its dusty halls and slowly dying of mana thirst.

It was Sou-Zell’s fault. He’d let Yi-Nereen go.

The only way he could set things right, fix what still remained to be fixed, was sitting in his wine cellar. Falka knew the secrets of mana and Talent. If anyone knew how to stave off the inevitable—how to cure his mother’s mana rejection and repair their bloodline—it would be her.

Falka’s knowledge was the key to not only Sou-Zell’s failing bloodline, but all the failing bloodlines. That knowledge would make him powerful beyond measure. It would clear the dust from his family name and secure his place in the history scrolls.

Whatever it cost, Sou-Zell would restore his House.





CHAPTER FOUR A LIGHT IN THE WASTES


Observation #229: Mana cost basis of wasteland travel by magebike v. inefficient with passengers in the equation. Horses more optimal for traveling in groups.

Hypothesis: Kerinas were too hasty in culling herds. —O

Third Age of Storms, 1st Summer, Day 66

Kerina Sol – Council Chambers



A splash of boiling water hissed over Kadrin’s hand and he cursed, nearly dropping the teapot. Then he glanced both ways down the corridor to make sure no one had seen. He was alone. Good.

Of late, Kadrin was rather tired of his family. Since Yi-Nereen’s arrival, he’d begun to find the House of Steel Heavens a stifling place. It wasn’t her fault, of course; it was only that Kadrin’s mother had taken it as her latest crusade to see the two of them married as soon as possible. Which apparently wasn’t an easy task.

Every marriage in Kerina Sol had to receive the temple’s blessing, but obtaining permission for a marriage between a Talentless scion of a High House and a runaway princess from another kerina had proved a hugely complex undertaking, requiring dozens of holy rites and exhaustive interviews of both Kadrin and Yi-Nereen by temple priests—to make sure their union wasn’t simply a matter of love, but one that was guaranteed to benefit the city.

In other words, Kadrin had been forced to endure some of the most awkward conversations of his life with both Yi-Nereen and his mother sitting in the room. They involved questions like In the first year of your marriage, will you prioritize any duty more highly than creating a Talented heir? and If your efforts to create such an heir prove fruitless after three years’ time, will you submit to physical examination and holy sacrament? What about annulment?

Kadrin was fairly certain he’d blacked out during some of those questions. He had no idea what he’d said in reply, only that it had apparently satisfied his interrogator. He hadn’t been able to look Yi-Nereen in the eyes for days afterward.

Yi-Nereen had been lucky enough to undergo her questioning in private, at least. The temple considered that to be a woman’s right. She’d had no problems meeting Kadrin’s gaze after those interviews, though Kadrin thought she seemed different after them. More distant, even troubled.

Then the storm-drought had come to an abrupt, violent end, and if Kadrin thought Yi-Nereen had seemed troubled before, she was downright brooding now. She’d barely said a word to Kadrin in three days.

Hence the tea. Kadrin knocked on the door to Yi-Nereen’s chambers, balancing the tray in his other hand.

There was a rustling from inside; it sounded like paper. Then the door opened to reveal Yi-Nereen. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, a jet-black mane of glossy waves; there were ink stains on her hands and the corner of her mouth, as if she’d bitten the tip of a quill.

Kadrin felt a warm, pleasant flush suffuse his whole body at the sight of her. It still seemed surreal that only a few corridors separated them at any given moment, instead of an entire howling wasteland. Kadrin wasn’t used to it—and part of him liked not being used to it.

“I brought you tea.”

The tray wobbled in his hands; the teapot, which Kadrin had probably overfilled now that he came to think of it, let out a threatening hiss of steam.

“Oh,” Yi-Nereen said. “That was sweet of you.” She inhaled, and Kadrin savored the way her face lit up, that crease between her brows banished if only for a moment. “Is it jasmine?”

Kadrin nodded. “In one of your letters, you said it helps you think.”

“As long as it doesn’t have any—”

“Sugar,” Kadrin finished, and Yi-Nereen gave him such a glowing look he almost dropped the tray again.

“Well,” she said, stepping back, “come in. I suppose I can’t hide this mess from you any longer.”

What she was referring to became apparent as soon as Kadrin stepped into the room. Yi-Nereen had transformed her parlor into a fever dream of a study. There were sheets of parchment and discarded books all over the floor and diagrams pinned to the walls; Kadrin cringed at the thought of his mother discovering Yi-Nereen had put pinholes in her wainscoting. For a long minute, he and Yi-Nereen stood in silence as Kadrin’s gaze traveled over the room. He tried to count the number of half-empty inkwells in view but soon abandoned the effort.

“What is all this?” Kadrin asked weakly. “Is it for your treatise?”

Yi-Nereen shook her head. “I’ve put that on hold.” A fervent, sleepless excitement simmered in her voice. “Kerina Sol doesn’t need a treatise right now. It needs a tower.”

Kadrin searched for an empty place to set down his tray, but every available surface seemed covered in parchment, ink, or wax drippings. “Tell me more.”

“Do you remember my home in Kerina Rut? The Tower of Arrested Stars?” At Kadrin’s nod, Yi-Nereen went on. “It isn’t just a testament to my ancestors’ vanity. It was built for a pragmatic purpose, too. The weakest point of a kerina’s dome is the crown—but with shieldcasters in the center of the city, high above, it becomes the strongest.”

Kadrin glanced around. Now he understood the diagrams pinned to the walls: they were different views, from the side and above, of a tower. The details were meticulous. Had Yi-Nereen studied architecture?

“If we build a tower in Kerina Sol’s core, right on top of the spring,” Yi-Nereen said, “the city will be ten times safer in the next storm. I guarantee it.”

“We?”

Yi-Nereen bit her lip. “I need your help, Kadrin. Your father has a Council seat; we must convince him this proposal is sound. It’s unlikely the Council will listen to me, especially given what Tethris thinks of me at the moment—but if it comes from Rain Lord Matrios—”

“Hold on.” Kadrin finally settled for putting down his tray on the floor in front of the door, where he desperately hoped no one would unexpectedly come in and step on it. Then he turned to face Yi-Nereen. “If my memory serves, Kerina Rut has an island in the middle of their spring. That’s where they built the Tower of Arrested Stars.”

“That’s true,” Yi-Nereen said.

Kadrin spread his hands helplessly. “We don’t have an island.”

“No,” Yi-Nereen admitted. “But that doesn’t matter. Mana doesn’t harm stone. The base of the tower can be built in the spring—or rather, on the bedrock beneath it. It means Talentless laborers will need to lay the foundations. No one else could do it safely.”

Kadrin winced. “That’ll be a hard sell. We aren’t even allowed to touch the spring. The temple forbids it.”

“I didn’t know that.” A chagrined flush spread across Yi-Nereen’s face; it did interesting things to her complexion, making it difficult for Kadrin not to stare. “I thought Kerina Sol’s restrictions on Talentless were rather lax. At least, compared to where I come from.”

Kadrin almost brought up the battery of interviews he’d been subjected to for the past month, most of them focused on the topic of Kadrin’s questionable capacity to produce a magical child—but no, that would be a terrible
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