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			Year 22 of Pashtuk’s Reign

			“ORLA! HURRY, GIRL! YOU MUST COME WITH US!”

			Orla glanced up from cleaning the miserable shriveled potatoes she’d scavenged from the little plot in back of the hut; she saw a rain-soaked and dripping Sorcha at the crude wooden door. Behind Sorcha—who was not much older than Orla herself—was a Mundoan woman with hair turning gray at the temples: Azru, First Wife of the Mundoan officer Bakir, to whom Orla was Second Wife.

			Outside the clouds were weeping and the encampment’s grounds were a morass of sloppy mud, but despite the weather, Orla could see other camp wives running through the lanes between the warren of huts. Orla’s eyebrows lifted at the sight.

			“Sorcha? Azru? What’s happening?”

			Sorcha only shook her head, beads of water flying from the strands under her hood. Her brown hair looked nearly black with the moisture. She rubbed water away from eyes the color of ripe sweetnuts. Azru answered instead, her voice tinted with the nasal accent of the Mundoa as she spoke in halting Cateni. She glanced out toward the camp, then her gaze moved quickly back to Orla. “No time to explain. Just grab whatever you can carry—anything you absolutely don’t want left behind—and come with me. Here, let us help you . . .”

			Sorcha ducked under the low lintel and entered the room with Azru following. Orla could see that Sorcha was carrying a linen sack stuffed with clothing and household odds and ends, though Azru held only an empty sack that she thrust in Orla’s direction. Sorcha went to the battered chest at the foot of the bed; Azru busied herself elsewhere, grabbing Orla’s best teapot and skillet and wrapping them in a tablecloth along with a tinderbox.

			Orla watched, wide-eyed and openmouthed, not moving. “Wake up, girl,” Sorcha said. “Tell me what clothing you want to keep.” Sorcha was tossing the chest’s contents onto the bed. “Do you have any jewelry or keepsakes you must have?”

			Orla touched the silver oak leaf that hung around her neck on a leather string: a gift from her mother and the only thing she’d managed to keep when she’d been taken forcibly from Pencraig, her old home. “Only what I’m wearing,” she said, going to the bed and starting to shove her least worn clothing into the sack. “Sorcha, Azru, what’s happened?” she asked again.

			“No time,” Azru told Orla. “Just . . . trust me.”

			“Is it Bakir?” Orla asked. “Is he . . . ?” Dead? Orla couldn’t bring herself to say the word, not knowing if she might laugh in joy at the thought and not certain how Azru would respond. She glanced at Azru, who was still tying up good kitchenware in the tablecloth. Bakir had treated Orla like a despised slave to be used in any way he desired; Azru, however, had treated Orla gently and if she couldn’t stop Bakir’s abuse, she had at least sheltered Orla from the worst of it. For that Orla was grateful. Azru’s treatment of Orla was unlike that of many of the other Mundoan wives, who thought of the Cateni wives as simply chattel. “The other wives . . .” Orla managed to husk out. “They’re not going to let us leave. They’re always watching, and they’ll stop us if we try to run.”

			Azru gave a short bark of a laugh. “Most of the camp wives have gone to the southern gate.” She took a long, airy breath. “Orla, our Bakir’s dead, and so is Sorcha’s Alim. That’s part of why you must go. But not all. Please, Orla, no talk. You need to go. You especially need to go. With Bakir dead and what your mother has done, you must go. Now, before they realize . . .”

			Bakir dead . . . She’d often wished that, even imagined this glorious moment since he’d beaten her mother nearly to death, sent her brother to the copper mines, and taken Orla as his Second Wife. She had no love for the man, only a smoldering and futile hatred. She’d attempted to escape from him a dozen times. Azru had always pretended not to see her leave, but someone else had always seen her and raised a cry. She’d been dragged back each time and punished harshly. That one, she’s the Mad Draoi’s daughter. Voada’s child. You can’t let her escape. When we get the chance, we’ll kill her for everything her mother’s done. We’ll make her pay. . . .

			Strangely, the news that Bakir was gone didn’t give Orla the joy she’d always thought it would. She only felt . . . empty, and sad for Azru and her children, who were blameless.

			Azru had gone to the open doorway as Sorcha and Orla continued to stuff clothing into the sack. “That’s enough,” Orla heard Azru say. “Tie it off. Give it to Orla.” The woman tossed Orla her rough woolen cloak, hanging on its hook at the doorway. “Here. Follow me.”

			Azru was already outside, and Sorcha moved into the downpour again after her. Pulling up her hood and putting the sack under her arm, Orla followed the two women. The encampment, built on the southern side of the River Meadham halfway between Muras and the Storm Sea, was alive with movement, as if someone had rammed a stick into a beehive and stirred it. There were people rushing toward the southern gate—mostly women and children, since nearly all the men but for the severely injured had gone south with Commander Savas to confront the Cateni army more than a week ago. For the moment, no one seemed to pay much attention to the trio as Azru led them against the flow to the northern end of the encampment and the meadow leading down to the river’s shore.

			“My mother?” Orla asked as they hurried between the last few huts and onto open ground along the river. “Has something happened to her?”

			“They’re saying there was a great battle near Siran,” Sorcha said breathlessly. “A messenger came not a turn of the glass ago with the news that the Cateni fled the field in defeat.”

			“My mother?” Orla asked again. “Ceanndraoi Voada?”

			Sorcha only shook her head. “She was mortally wounded, according to the messenger, and Ceannàrd Maol Iosa was taken dead from the field,” she answered between breaths. “But Commander Savas’ army suffered great numbers of casualties, too many for them to pursue what’s left of the Cateni forces. The remnants of the army are returning here, and everyone’s gone to hear if her husband is one of the dead or wounded. Far too many of them will be.”

			Azru had stopped as Sorcha was talking. She took a long breath and stared at Orla. “The women—and the men—are going to blame you for the deaths and injuries your mother’s inflicted, Orla,” she finished, “and you won’t have Bakir’s presence to hold them back. I know how disgracefully he’s treated you, and I don’t blame you for hating him, but whether you know it or not, he did protect you when other soldiers or their wives would have killed you for the death and destruction your mother brought. You have to leave here, Orla. Sorcha does too, because without Alim . . .” She shrugged, leaving the rest unsaid. Orla knew what she meant: the Cateni wives were the underclass, looked down upon and reviled. A widowed Cateni wouldn’t live long.

			Orla turned to Sorcha. “Your children—Erdem? Esra?”

			A look of deep pain crossed Sorcha’s face. “Azru has promised to look after them for me. The boys will be better off here than with us,” she said. “They’re half Mundoan, and Commander Savas will make sure they’re looked after. With your mother dying and Ceannàrd Maol already dead, I have to believe their prospects are better here than with me in the north.”

			“Sorcha . . .” Orla touched the woman’s arm in sympathy; Sorcha sniffed and wiped at her eyes with the rain-soaked sleeve of her cloak. “You should go back and get them. I’ll wait here, or I’ll go with you—”

			“No!” Sorcha’s denial was both a wail of grief and a cry of desperation, and she looked at Azru helplessly. “Azru will take them in. It’s done. Just be glad that you miscarried the child Bakir put in you so you’ll never have to make a decision like this.”

			“Enough,” Azru interjected. “Hurry now. Come on—I know where there’s a boat tied up on this side of the river. We don’t have much time before they notice you’re gone, and I have to get back for my children and Sorcha’s.”

			Azru moved toward the river at a quick walk. Sorcha took Orla’s hand, pulling her along. Orla followed, glancing back once at the encampment where she’d lived for the last several moons. She could see people gathering in the central court and the gleam of armor on the soldiers marching in. From the camp she heard the long wail of a woman: a cry of grief and pain. The sound put speed into their feet, and the trio raced to the rush-choked bank of the river.

			“There!” Azru pointed to a small currach sitting upside down on the bank, rain dripping from her forefinger. She handed Orla the wrapped kitchenware she carried. “I have to go now. Good luck to you both.” She embraced Orla quickly, then Sorcha, and turned without another word to run back toward the camp.

			Sorcha and Orla went to the small boat, turned it over, and put their bundles in. Sorcha held the currach steady for Orla as she climbed in and took the single oar. She could feel the pull of the river’s current wanting to take the boat. Then Sorcha stepped in, holding the rope that had been tied around a rock at the river’s edge, and the tide-driven water took them quickly out as Orla paddled desperately.

			The Meadham’s swift current carried them westward toward its mouth at the Storm Sea even as Orla and Sorcha steered the little craft slowly north toward the opposite bank, away from the life Orla had known ever since Bakir stole her from her mother and her home.

			They rowed toward Albann Bràghad. Toward the clans of the north. Toward an uncertain and frightening future.
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			YEAR 23 OF PASHTUK’S REIGN

		

	
		
			1

			The Acolyte

			OFTEN ENOUGH, ORLA WONDERED why she’d ever bothered to come to Onglse.

			The opportunity to go to the island home of the draoi was the culmination of an impossible dream, a path she’d been destined to take from the moment back in Pencraig when she’d realized that—like her mother Voada—she could see the ghosts of the dead. The soldiers’ wives in the Mundoan army encampments had spoken of how Voada was an awful monster, how she’d been trained on Onglse before she’d taken on (or stolen, depending on who was telling the story) the title of ceanndraoi, joining with Ceannàrd Maol Iosa to lead the rebellion against the Mundoa. Together, Voada and Maol had laid waste to the Mundoan settlements south of the River Meadham.

			The camp wives had hated Voada—even those, like Azru, who had some sympathy for the Cateni. They hated that she had killed so many of their husbands and sons. In turn, most of them also hated Orla simply for being Voada’s daughter. Still, like all the Cateni attempts to throw off the yoke of Mundoan rule south of the River Meadham, Voada’s war was ultimately a blood-drenched failure.

			It had been close to a year since Orla and Sorcha had crossed the River Meadham into Albann Bràghad. Orla’s eighteenth birthday had passed unremarked. Orla had heard the tales of Ceanndraoi Voada whispered everywhere: in stories, in poems, in songs. She’d listened to the wondrous, contradictory, and still-growing legend of her mother hands upon hands of times, from hand upon hands of mouths, in every clan house she’d visited. Orla was hardly able to reconcile the fierce, vengeful, and merciless Voada they described with the woman she’d once called Mother.

			Her mother was now famous, if not universally beloved, while Orla was a burnished copper mirror reflecting a warped image of that maternal fame. The northern Cateni passed her carefully from clan àrd to clan àrd, pretending to be pleased to meet the famous Voada’s daughter but heaving a sigh of relief when they sent her on her way again, as if they’d somehow escaped contagion or attack.

			For nearly half a year, Orla and Sorcha passed from village to village, always hearing the words, “Oh, you must go on to Onglse. You need to speak with Ceanndraoi Greum. He’ll be able to help you. We wish we could, but we can’t.” What exactly Ceanndraoi Greum could help her with was never quite voiced.

			When she and Sorcha finally reached Onglse, the Isle of the Draoi, Ceanndraoi Greum made little effort to mask his feelings toward Orla. The Red-Hand, as Greum was also known, remembered Orla’s mother all too well, and that was the problem. Yes, he had helped train Voada, and he had commanded the forces defending Onglse when Commander Savas of the Mundoa had attacked the island.

			But Voada had stolen away Greum’s military chief, Ceannàrd Maol Iosa, when she abandoned Onglse to organize the rebellion in the south. And it was Greum’s title of ceanndraoi that Voada had claimed as well.

			Greum was obviously less than happy to find that Voada’s daughter had arrived on the island asking for training. His voice was a deep, rich baritone that lent authority to his words, and he leaned on a wooden staff he always carried for support, as his leg had never quite healed from a wound he’d taken in the battle for Onglse.

			“You say you can see the taibhsean, the ghosts of the dead, and I’ll accept that,” Ceanndraoi Greum declared when she was presented to him at Bàn Cill, the sacred temple set at the center of Onglse. Greum Red-Hand had the build of a warrior, with dark hair now well-laced with gray, a long braid down his back, and a thick, oiled beard. His eyebrows, like fat caterpillars perched on the ledge of his brow, were already more white than dark, though the eyes beneath them were the black of a moonless night. As ceanndraoi, he wore an outer cloak of deep red, sewn at the hems with silver threads in a knotted pattern. Orla immediately saw why he was called “Red-Hand”—not for the blood he’d shed in battle, but because the hands emerging from the sleeves of his léine were mottled with orange-red splotches, as if the Goddess Elia had splashed pigment on them as he was born. An older woman draoi, whom he introduced as Ceiteag, stood alongside him. The woman stared at Orla with an intensity that unnerved her.

			“Given your lineage,” Greum continued, glaring at Orla, “I’ve no reason to doubt your word. But seeing taibhse doesn’t make you a draoi, only a potential menach—a cleric of Elia.” Greum bowed his head slightly as he spoke the goddess’ name.

			“She sees the anamacha as well,” Ceiteag broke in. “Go on, girl—point to the Ceanndraoi’s anamacha or to mine. I know you see them, even if your friend is entirely blind to them.”

			Greum scowled as Orla pointed to Greum’s right side, where a ghostly figure stood, its head flickering as several visages came and vanished, the faces of dozens of the former draoi caught within it. “Draoi Ceiteag is correct; I can see the anamacha too, not just the taibhse,” Orla told Greum. “I know now that back in my old home of Pencraig, both my mother and I saw Leagsaidh Moonshadow’s anamacha, and we all know what my mother became when she bonded with the Moonshadow.”

			Greum’s scowl deepened at the mention, irritation knitting together bushy eyebrows. “And where is the Moonshadow’s anamacha now?” he scoffed. “Lost again, as it was for so long before it found your mam. I don’t see the Moonshadow’s anamacha or any other standing alongside you, girl. Do you think I need another menach or another servant to clean the temple? What use are you and your unsighted friend to me or to Onglse?”

			Sorcha, who had been Orla’s constant companion since they’d fled the Mundoan army encampment, took a sudden step back at the ceanndraoi’s evident rage, as if afraid the man might strike them or cast a spell. Since their arrival on Onglse, Sorcha had become increasingly reluctant to speak out and more reserved, despite being the older of the two. Orla forced herself to stand erect, lifting her chin and staring silently at Greum, her lips pressed together tightly.

			“Here’s what I will do,” Greum spat at last. “It’s two moons until the next solstice. You and your friend may stay until then. I’ll have Menach Moire see if you’ve any potential at all, and if you don’t, you’ll both be asked to leave.”

			Ceiteag touched the arm of his robe. “Ceanndraoi, perhaps I should—”

			“No,” Greum said loudly before Ceiteag could finish. “Not you, Ceiteag. Menach Moire will be in charge of the girl’s training.”

			And with that he stalked away with a swirl of his red cloak. With a final glance back toward Orla, Ceiteag followed him.
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			Orla had little contact with Ceanndraoi Greum after that first day, though his red-clad presence was often in the periphery of her vision and the sound of his brass-tipped staff on the temple’s tiled floors in her ears. Menach Moire undertook teaching Orla the duties and responsibilities of a menach. Sorcha, unable to see the taibhse at all, was taken on as a lowly temple servant—mostly, Orla suspected, because Orla had insisted that if Sorcha were sent away, Orla would go with her.

			That was what little power she had from being Voada’s daughter. No one wanted her, but no one wanted to cast her away either.

			Menach Moire was one of the staff members always hovering around Greum—nearly all of them women, Orla noted. She had a thin face and body that reminded Orla of a human-sized weasel, and her darker complexion along with the shape of her cheeks and nose made Orla wonder if she wasn’t part Mundoan. The woman treated Orla and especially Sorcha with a cold disdain that Orla suspected was simply a reflection of Greum’s attitude. Menach Moire was both menach and draoi, though the acolytes whispered that her anamacha was extremely weak and that she could barely control it. She was never referred to as “Draoi Moire,” and she refused to give any draoi training to Orla.

			“If an anamacha comes to you, then Ceanndraoi Greum may change his mind,” she told Orla when questioned. “Until then, young woman, be content with your lot in life. You should be grateful that you’re suffered to be here at Bàn Cill at all, after what your mother did to us.”

			She waved a gaunt, wrinkled hand that was meant to encompass all of the temple grounds and Onglse itself. She’d kept Orla at her side the entire day, something that Orla was certain made the woman as irritable as it made Orla. “Most of the draoi here would tell you that your mother couldn’t handle the Moonshadow’s power and that it eventually drove her mad. She wasted Elia’s gift. It’s my task to see that you don’t do the same. Now tell me again the three ways to direct a taibhse to the sun-path that will lead them on to Tirnanog.”

			With a barely suppressed sigh, Orla recited back to Moire the lesson she’d been given—one she knew from experience—stroking between her fingertips the silver oak leaf pendant that was her only legacy from her mother. She saw Moire’s gaze following her fingers’ movements, though the woman said nothing.

			There had been taibhse enough in the army encampments Orla had endured after Bakir had taken her forcibly from her parents to be his wife. The Mundoa permitted no worship of the Goddess Elia in their camps, but there were Cateni wives among the men who still clung to the old beliefs and who celebrated on the solstices cautiously, silently, and in private. When it became apparent that Orla could not only see the ghosts of the Cateni dead but could direct them toward the afterlife that was Tirnanog, Orla became their unspoken and untrained menach.

			Moire sniffed when Orla was done. “Adequate,” she said. “But only that. Go on and eat your supper, if Cook has anything left at this point. You have the night watch. And this time make certain the watchers don’t find you asleep.”

			Bowing with relief, Orla left Menach Moire and returned to the acolytes’ dormitory on the periphery of the temple grounds, where both she and Sorcha slept when they weren’t expected to be at the temple. Sorcha was there already on the straw-stuffed bedding next to Orla’s. She was holding a crudely carved wooden soldier painted in the colors of the Mundoan army and no longer than her little finger, staring at it cupped in her hands.

			“Difficult day?” Orla asked her, and the woman started at the sound of her voice, then tentatively smiled up at her, closing her fingers around the carving.

			“It’s that obvious?” Sorcha’s smile vanished like thin frost under a spring sun, and she looked up at Orla with eyes shimmering with moisture. When she blinked, twin tracks slid down the slopes of her cheeks. “This is all I have left of Erdem and Esra: a silly, stupid toy they used to play with, and one I hated seeing them with. They wanted to be just like their father and go into battle. Now I can’t bear to throw it away because it’s all I have left of them.” Her fingers tightened around the carving, her knuckles turning white with the pressure. “I miss my children, Orla. It hurts. I thought . . . I thought that because Azru promised to watch over them for me, I wouldn’t grieve about losing them. I thought the pain would go away in time, but it hasn’t. It still hurts just as much as it did the day I left them.”

			“Sorcha . . .” Orla felt her own tears emerge in sympathy. She sank down next to Sorcha and pulled the woman to her; as she did, Sorcha began to sob, clutching at Orla’s shoulders. Orla simply held her without speaking, feeling the woman’s deep sorrow as she stroked Sorcha’s hair and rocked the woman as she might a child. After several breaths, Sorcha sniffed loudly and lifted her head. She wiped at her eyes and nose with the back of her sleeve.

			“Sorry,” she said. “Sometimes . . . sometimes I just start thinking about it, and . . .” Her voice wavered and broke.

			“You don’t have to apologize. I understand.”

			Sorcha gave a short laugh freighted with self-deprecation. “I know you think that, but you don’t really understand. It’s not your fault—you never had a child, so . . .” Her voice trailed off, and one shoulder lifted in a shrug. “But I love you for the lie,” Sorcha added.

			“Then I’ll keep lying to you,” Orla told her. “And you can keep telling me how Onglse is where I’m supposed to be.”

			Sorcha placed a hand over Orla’s. “Menach Moire acting the bear again?”

			“The bear, the wolf, the ogre. All of them at once. She hates me, and so does Ceanndraoi Greum. They’ll be sending me away soon enough.” She grinned at Sorcha. “And when they do, maybe you and I will just go back across the Meadham, find Azru, and check up on your children.”

			Sorcha’s smile returned for a moment before fading. “If Elia wills it.”

			“Even if She doesn’t,” Orla answered. “I don’t care if She wills it or not.”

			“Hush,” Sorcha told her. “You shouldn’t be saying such things, especially here. Sometimes I think that Menach Moire can use the walls for ears.”

			They both laughed at that. Orla gave Sorcha another hug and stood up. “I have to be at the temple for night watch in three stripes of the candle. I’m going to try to get some sleep so Menach Moire doesn’t catch me dozing again. I didn’t hear the end of that for days. I still haven’t heard the end of it.”

			“Have you eaten?” Sorcha asked her, and Orla shook her head.

			“Then get to your bed and try to sleep,” Sorcha told her. “I’ll go to the kitchens and see what I can find and bring it back to you. Go on now.”

			Orla smiled, sighed, and did as Sorcha requested. She fell asleep quickly, and when the evening watch’s acolyte came to wake her, she found that Sorcha had left a tray of bread, cheese, and an apple on the floor between their beds.

		

	
		
			2

			The Imperial Arrival

			COMMANDER ALTAN SAVAS had met Emperor Pashtuk once before in Mundoci, the capital city of Rumeli, when Pashtuk had given him command of the imperial army on the conquered island of Albann. The emperor had been a beardless young man of fifteen then. He had ascended to the throne of the Mundoan Empire as a boy of eleven, though he wore a false beard of woven human hair whenever he appeared in public, as custom demanded of young kings (and even of the rare queens who had sat on the same throne).

			Now a man of thirty-four, Pashtuk had no need of a false beard. His own—oiled, perfumed, dyed midnight black with kohl, wrapped in golden threads, and immaculately groomed—fell halfway down his chest atop a bright green tunic. His face and uncovered arms were the color of weathered bronze. Over his tunic was draped a long open cloak called an entari, this one of a rich blue that shimmered in the afternoon sunlight. The emperor’s head was wrapped in a sarik, a bulbous turban the same iridescent blue with the golden seal of the emperor set on its front. Pashtuk had the body of a former warrior who had, for the last several years, largely given up exercise and significant exertion. His hips were padded, and a paunch was beginning to show underneath his tunic and wide trousers. Still, he looked regal standing on the boarding plank of the warship that had brought him to Savur, banners bearing the imperial sigil of a stooping hawk fluttering in the breeze off the great harbor of Iska Bay.

			Savur had once again become the capital of Albann Deas after Voada’s razing of Trusa the previous year. Trusa, up the River Iska from Savur, was being rebuilt, but Great-Voice Utka, sent by Pashtuk to replace the murdered Great-Voice Vadim III, had decided to remain in Savur from which, admittedly, it would be easier to escape should another uprising of the native Cateni people occur.

			Altan thought Utka’s choice cowardly, but he also knew enough to keep that opinion entirely to himself.

			Great-Voice Utka stood alongside Altan, dressed similarly to Emperor Pashtuk in Mundoan finery—that was unlike Great-Voice Vadim, who before his death had largely adopted the more comfortable and relaxed Cateni clothing, albeit adorned with jewelry and gold brocade. Great-Voice Utka’s chariot, a gilded, too-wide, cushioned, and linen-canopied affair that Altan found ostentatious and generally useless as an actual vehicle, was placed alongside Altan’s own war chariot. Altan’s driver, Tolga, was seated in the harness of the war chariot just in front of Altan, looking uncomfortable in the fine entari that Altan had ordered him to wear over his polished armor. Tolga’s hand steadied the nervous horses as a quarter of long brass horns blared a fanfare at the emperor’s appearance. Double-headed drums called davul thrashed out a loud cadence that matched the emperor’s slow, deliberate procession down the ramp toward the quay where the Great-Voice and Altan awaited him.

			“This is a worse noise than battle,” Tolga said quietly over his shoulder to Altan, rolling his eyes. Altan shook his head slightly in admonishment, maintaining a serious, half-smiling expression as the emperor came closer. Tolga turned again to pat the horses’ rumps as the horns blared a new tribute and the drummers continued to flail at their instruments.

			Altan, the Great-Voice, Tolga, and the driver of Utka’s chariot all stepped down as the emperor reached the end of the ramp and prepared to step onto the quay—it wasn’t proper for them to be standing higher than the emperor. They dropped to one knee as Pashtuk stepped onto dry land, as did the other minor dignitaries of the Great-Voice’s court.

			Pashtuk stood in front of them, his expression serious. He nodded curtly to Altan, then more courteously and carefully to Great-Voice Utka. “Utka, my loyal friend,” he said, “it’s good to see you again and to finally be here in Albann.” Pashtuk held out a many-ringed hand toward the Great-Voice, helping him to his feet; he offered no hand to Altan. Utka accompanied Pashtuk to his chariot, the emperor ascending first to cheers from the crowd on the quay. Only after both Pashtuk and Utka were seated in their chariot did Altan rise, grimacing at the cracking of his knee as he did so. He went to his own chariot, stepping into its familiar confines. The Great-Voice gestured for him to precede them on the way to the Great-Voice’s keep. “Let’s go, Tolga,” Altan said, and the driver gathered the reins to turn the horses.

			They moved up the wide Avenue of the Emperor between a double row of cheering inhabitants of the city, crowded behind two lines of Mundoan soldiers in full dress armor, clashing spears to shields as Altan passed and holding the salute until the Emperor and Great-Voice also went by. Many of the buildings they passed were adorned with banners of the imperial hawk.

			The openmouthed, praise-shouting faces they passed were nearly all Mundoan. The Great-Voice had made it clear to Altan that any Cateni who came within a stone’s throw of the emperor must be thoroughly vetted and cleared.

			It wouldn’t do for the emperor to notice that there were still seeping, bloody cracks in the facade of his rule over Albann.
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			￼Later that afternoon Altan received a summons to come to the emperor’s rooms, delivered by a haughty page with a thick Rumeli accent. He followed the page through the palace to the east wing of the Great-Voice’s estate, where the page paused before closed double doors and gave a quick knock. Another attendant opened the doors, first bowing to Altan, then gesturing for him to follow. They passed through the room beyond and another set of doors where a crowd of milling highborns appeared to be waiting for an audience. Their eyes tracked Altan as he was escorted past them to yet another door where an attendant with the sigil of the emperor on his entari waited. That person knocked twice on the door with the head of his staff of office; when a muffled “Come!” was heard from the other side a few breaths later, he opened the door and motioned Altan through.

			“Commander Savas,” Pashtuk said. The emperor was seated on a dais flanked by twin imperial banners, the embroidered hawks glaring down as Altan approached. The high-backed chair on which Pashtuk sat was cushioned and draped with sumptuous, gold-brocaded cloth dyed the expensive and rare Tyrian purple. Large open windows permitted sunlight to dance across the tiles, the curtains pulled back. A simple, plain wooden chair was set on the floor below the dais in front of the emperor; to either side, clerks at desks stacked with rolls of parchment books were writing or reading, seemingly paying no attention to Altan. Pots of burning incense on either side of the dais filled the air with an overly sweet fragrance. Soldiers of the Emperor’s Guard in full dress armor were stationed in the corners of the room and on either side of the dais.

			“Sit,” Pashtuk told Altan, gesturing to the empty chair. Altan took the chair, trying to gauge the emperor’s mood from his face. There was no warmth there, only a cold, stern regard. Altan remained silent, waiting. The sound of the nearest clerk’s quill on paper seemed loud in the room. Just as Altan thought he’d better speak, even if just some empty platitude, Pashtuk finally stirred.

			“Commander Savas, you disobeyed the express orders of former Great-Voice Vadim, who was my Voice here in Albann. He told you to send only a few cohorts of the army back to Albann Deas to confront the rebels of Ceanndraoi Voada, under the direction of one of your sub-commanders. You were to remain on Onglse and press the attack on Bàn Cill, yet you instead abandoned your invasion of Onglse and brought the entire army south.” Aside from the distinct emphasis on “my Voice,” the words were delivered in a clipped, emotionless manner, a simple recitation of irrefutable facts.

			Altan tried to reply in kind. Be careful here. You don’t know what he intends or how he truly feels. Your life could very well be at stake. “I deny none of that, my Emperor,” he answered. “Great-Voice Vadim underestimated the ability of the Cateni to organize and fight, and worse, he had no idea of the power Ceanndraoi Voada wielded. I had directly experienced that power as well as the military abilities of Ceannàrd Maol Iosa during our initial attacks on Onglse. When I learned that both of them had departed Onglse to invade Albann Deas, I felt that for the safety of our people, the full army was needed to put down the rebellion or we risked losing everything.”

			Pashtuk’s nose wrinkled as he sniffed. “So you disobeyed direct orders from Great-Voice Vadim, who was your superior and who spoke with my authority here in Albann.” Under the emperor’s sarik, his dark eyes glittered.

			If he wants me dead, I’m dead. If he wants me removed, I’ll be removed. So be it. “Yes,” Altan said simply. “And I was right in doing so. To be blunt, you wouldn’t be sitting here now if I hadn’t, my Emperor.”

			Altan wondered if he’d gone too far. Pashtuk’s fingers prowled the long, oiled strands of his beard, his mouth tightened, and his eyes narrowed. “Do you always speak so impudently?” Pashtuk asked.

			“I’m a poor diplomat, my Emperor, just a simple soldier and a loyal one. I feel I owe it to those above me to speak the truth as I see it, unvarnished and plain, so they can make the best decisions. I don’t intend to give offense.”

			“And if they give you orders you think misguided after your plain advice, you will ignore those orders?”

			“I’ve done so exactly once, my Emperor, and you know the results: Ceanndraoi Voada and Ceannàrd Maol Iosa were both eliminated.” And it was close enough even then, he wanted to add. If Ilkur’s cohorts hadn’t arrived when they did, I would have been dead on the field of battle at Siran, and only the fates know what Voada might have done then. As it was, we lost so many troops that we couldn’t even pursue the remnants of the Cateni army over the River Meadham. There was no final and complete victory. But he said none of that, only stared placidly forward as the hawks glared ominously on either side of the dais, his hands folded calmly in his lap as if this were just a conversation with his officers.

			Another sniff. “Great-Voice Utka questions whether you can be trusted, Commander.”

			There it is—the reason for this audience. “And do you wonder that also, my Emperor? If so, I freely offer you my sword, my resignation, and my life if you wish to take it.”

			Pashtuk gave a barking laugh that lifted his beard. “By all the old gods, you are blunt to a fault,” he spat, his volume causing all the clerks to look back toward him. The guards stationed around the room stiffened, as if ready to move. “Tell me, Commandant Savas, did you agree with the Great-Voice’s decision to invite me to come here?”

			“I did not,” Altan answered. “I told him that we should wait perhaps another year or even two. I feel the level of unrest among the Cateni is still too high. Voada’s death has only enflamed them further. Our army is continually quashing small uprisings, especially in the northern towns of Albann Deas, and all of our incursions over the River Meadham meet severe resistance from the clans there. Too many of our soldiers are Cateni conscripts rather than Mundoan regulars, and I don’t entirely trust them. I asked Great-Voice Utka to request replacement troops from Rumeli: loyal and well-trained Mundoan soldiers, not Cateni.”

			“He’s made that request, and I’ve granted it; the first cohorts should be arriving within a moon.” Pashtuk paused, sinking back against the cushions of his chair. “The question is whether you’ll be their commander or some other. I know which Great-Voice Utka would prefer.”

			“And is that Emperor Pashtuk’s preference as well?” Altan asked.

			“No, it’s not,” Pashtuk replied, and for the first time, Altan let himself relax. The tension drained away in one swift breath. You live to fight again, to live in this world another day. At least as long as he doesn’t find out what else you’ve done without the Great-Voice’s knowledge . . . “But don’t misunderstand me,” Pashtuk continued. “You are still alive only because Great-Voice Vadim and Ceanndraoi Voada are both dead. Utka will continue to be my Voice here once I leave, and I expect you to obey him as you would obey me whether you agree with his orders or not. Follow your instincts again rather than the orders you’re given, and I will have your head presented to me on a platter. Do I make myself clear, Commander?”

			“Completely so, my Emperor.”

			“Then you may leave, Commander, with your head still on your shoulders for the moment.”

			Altan rose, saluted, then bowed deeply to the emperor. “Thank you, my Emperor,” he said. As was customary, he walked backward toward the door, continuing to face Pashtuk, his head inclined to the floor. The guards at the door opened it for him as he approached and turned.

			He tried not to look relieved as the faces of the highborn outside all stared at him.
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			A Visitor in the Night

			TEMPLE NIGHT WATCH.

			To Orla, it was the most boring duty possible for an acolyte. She was stationed there on the remote chance that a taibhse—the soul of a dead Cateni—became lost on the way to its final resting place in Tirnanog and wandered into the temple, where Orla could show the ghost the sun-path that would lead it to the otherworld. But Onglse was populated largely by draoi and menach, none of whom were likely to become lost should they happen to die during Orla’s watch, and Onglse was too far from the shore of Albann Bràghad for any Cateni souls on the mainland to find their way across the water to the Temple of Bàn Cill.

			No, this was drudge work that was far more punishment than reward for the acolyte. At least on day watch there were people moving in and out of the temple and other duties that kept one alert. That was rarely the case during night watch. The most difficult task was keeping your eyes open so that if Menach Moire happened to look in, as she inevitably did, you weren’t found asleep.

			Orla sat on a cushionless wooden stool to one side of the central altar. The polished marble of the temple’s sun-paths gleamed in the guttering, shuddering light of the torches set in the sconces around the temple, which Orla would be expected to replace at least once during the night. The sun-paths formed an X whose center was the altar and the lines of which led to the temple’s four large windows framing the sunsets and sunrises of the two solstices. Above the altar, the roof of the temple was open to the sky, and tonight wan moonlight trickled down erratically from between streaking, pale clouds. Orla pulled her cloak closer around her for warmth and tried to find a comfortable position on the unyielding seat of the stool.

			She expected this to be a long and boring night.

			True to form, Menach Moire appeared at the temple’s main door a few stripes after Orla’s watch began. Orla saw the movement and a glimpse of the red cloak that looked black in the dimness. “Menach,” she said, rising from the stool and bowing her head as custom required. She heard the menach’s sniff echoing along the stone walls.

			“Acolyte Orla,” the woman answered. “Anything to report?”

			“Nothing, Menach,” Orla told her. “No one’s come by other than yourself, and I’ve seen no taibhsean to send along. It’s been a quiet night.” Just like every other night you’ve made me spend here. She didn’t add that, but she suspected Menach Moire could see the complaint on her face.

			Another sniff echoed. Orla caught a glimpse of Menach Moire’s pale nose emerging from under the shadow of the hood of her cloak. “See that you stay awake, acolyte,” she said. “And I expect you to be at the temple tomorrow for lessons no later than Fourth Stripe.”

			“Tha, Menach,” Orla told her. Yes. She suppressed the sigh she wanted to heave. Having to return by the fourth stripe after sunrise meant she’d have very little sleep.

			With a final sniff, Menach Moire left the doorway and continued on, and Orla furtively gave the gesture of the Horned Spirit to her back. She resumed her seat on the stool, shivering in the cold as overhead the moon slid behind clouds once more.

			She wasn’t sure how late it was when she first noticed movement near the door. Orla saw a glimmer of pale light—a form that appeared to be a person’s, though blurred and indistinct. At first, she thought that against all the odds, someone had died and their taibhse had become lost and needed help finding the sun-path. But as she rose from her stool, she saw the specter more clearly. The apparition’s face was especially difficult to distinguish, as its features seemed to change from moment to moment. Orla knew it then for what it was: not a lost soul taibhse but an anamacha, the merged ghosts of dead draoi who served as the conduit of power for a living draoi. An anamacha allowed its draoi to gather and harness the power of Magh da Chèo, where the spirits of the draoi dwelled eternally, never permitted to go on to Tirnanog to join their relatives, their spouses, or their friends in the Otherworld of the Cateni.

			Orla had seen the anamacha who accompanied the draoi here on Onglse—that of Greum Red-Hand, of Ceiteag, of Menach Moire, and of all the others. The anamacha were presences unseen by any but other draoi. This anamacha, though, was alone, without a draoi. Its elusive face seemed to stare at her, and it lifted a hand as if beckoning her. Orla remained still, shivering not just from the night’s chill but from seeing the anamacha. Finally, as the anamacha gestured again, she started to take a step toward them.

			“No!” The imperious command came from beyond the anamacha. Ceanndraoi Greum Red-Hand stood there with Draoi Ceiteag, the torcs around their necks gleaming in torchlight, both of them flanked by their own anamacha. The night air seemed bright with all their presences. “Stand away from them,” he said as the anamacha continued to glide into the room as if riding on the air itself, moving toward Orla and the altar.

			“Ceanndraoi?” Orla queried, confused and uncertain what to do.

			“Don’t let that anamacha touch you,” Greum told her. “Come here, now. Toward me.”

			Orla started to obey, but the anamacha moved quickly to interpose themselves between her and Ceanndraoi Greum. The misty, multiple faces stared at her, the arm lifting again—pointing, Orla noticed, to the silver oak leaf pendant that she wore. Then the features suddenly settled, and Orla let out a gasp.

			“Mother,” she whispered. “Mam, I see you . . .”

			“Orla!” Greum and Ceiteag barked warningly in concert, but she only distantly noted their voices. She could feel the chill of the anamacha, their hand hovering near her arm. She stared into her mother’s face as the anamacha’s mouth moved silently, and Orla read her own name on those ghostly lips.

			<Orla . . .>

			Orla nearly sobbed, a hand flying to her mouth to hold back the mingled grief and joy. “Mam, it’s truly you?”

			The anamacha nodded wordlessly, and Orla reached for the specter’s hand. The anamacha walked into her as if they were entering a room. The shock of contact was immediate. <She who was called Voada is part of us, but we are not her alone . . .> she heard the anamacha say, their voice that of a chorus speaking in stuttered unison. Suddenly the temple and Greum’s shout of outrage faded around her, and she was standing somewhere else, the world she’d known all knotted and tangled and overlaid with another. In that second world, a storm raged over a bitter, broken landscape, lightning splitting the sky and a frigid wind howling. Orla blinked, trying to combine the two worlds into a single reality, but she could not. They remained stubbornly intermingled. She could smell the sharp acrid scent of the storm, and the wind was loud with voices, and ghosts walked around her: female, male, young, old, handsome, scarred, smiling, angry, frightened.

			One voice dominated. It was not her mother’s, even though the ghost nearest Orla had Voada’s face and it was that ghost who spoke. <We will help you, Orla. We’ve come to be with you. This is what we wanted, even back in Pencraig . . .> The anamacha’s voice was not a single one; it was a dozen voices or more. <We are one with you now, and you will be with us forever.>

			And with that statement, the anamacha stepped away from her, gliding to her side, and the real world snapped back into place around her. Greum Red-Hand was glaring at her. “I told you to stay away from that anamacha, girl!” he railed, speaking the words so angrily that she thought he might spit.

			“Ceanndraoi, you saw . . . I couldn’t . . .”

			“Nor did you make much of an effort,” he answered, then released a long, bitter sigh. “That is your mother’s anamacha? This is the Moonshadow?”

			“You know it is, Ceanndraoi,” Ceiteag answered before Orla could respond. In the flicker of the torches, Orla could see moving shadows in the deep wrinkles that carved the old woman’s face. “I can feel it. I remember it from when Voada had it.”

			Orla nodded her assent. “Draoi Ceiteag is correct,” she said to Greum.

			Greum uttered another sigh as bitter-sounding as the previous one. “It’s too late now. The best we can hope for is avoiding the madness that overcame your mother. The Cateni can’t afford another catastrophe like that, not now.”

			He gestured to someone unseen behind him, and Orla noticed Menach Moire lurking in the deep shadows of the corridor with another of the acolytes—a young man—standing alongside her, yawning. “You’ll return to the dormitory for the rest of the night, Orla. Menach Moire has brought another acolyte to finish this night watch for you. You’ll come to me tomorrow, and we’ll determine whether you’re even capable of being a draoi. You’re no longer an acolyte destined to be a menach, and if you think that means a better and easier life for you, you’re mistaken. It remains to be seen whether you have the strength to handle your anamacha, especially this anamacha. It may be that they will simply consume you when you try.” The ghost of a smile drifted across the ceanndraoi’s lips with that statement, as if the thought gave him momentary pleasure. “Still, you’ve given us no choice but to try. For now, you’re not to let the anamacha enter you again until I’m with you to guide you. Do you understand me?”

			“Tha, Ceanndraoi,” she told him, though she wondered how she could stop the anamacha if they decided that was what they wanted to do.

			“Ceanndraoi,” Ceiteag said, “perhaps I should take on the task of training her. You have other and more important duties before you. After all, I was the first to teach Voada.”

			Greum was already shaking his head before Ceiteag finished. “I will do it,” he said, and there seemed to be some unspoken communication between the two. Orla found herself staring at Ceiteag. She knew my mam? She taught her?

			But she had no chance to ask about that. Greum Red-Hand gathered up his cloak, gestured for Orla to accompany him, and with Ceiteag following behind, they left the temple. Orla inclined her head to Menach Moire as they passed her and the acolyte in the hall outside, but there was nothing but anger in the glare Menach Moire gave her. To Orla, the Moonshadow’s anamacha was painfully visible in the night, a glowing apparition that shadowed her footsteps, a cold presence at her side that gave her little comfort.
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			￼Sorcha was awake when Orla returned to the dormitory, sitting in the hallway outside the bedroom with a steaming cup of mint infusion. She stood up and silently handed the cup to Orla. “Ceanndraoi Greum came into the dormitory half a stripe ago with that old woman draoi,” Sorcha said as Orla sipped at the mint-laden brew, relishing the sweetness of the honey Sorcha had put in it. “They were staring at the empty air like they were following someone I couldn’t see. They walked over to your bed, then turned to leave again a few breaths later. The Red-Hand saw me watching them and asked me where you were. I told him you were on night watch. ‘That’s where the anamacha must be going, then,’ he said to the other draoi. They left the room still staring at the empty air.”

			Orla glanced at the Moonshadow’s anamacha. “You don’t see them?” she asked Sorcha.

			“See what?”

			“My mother’s anamacha. The Moonshadow’s anamacha. They came to me in the temple. They’re here now, next to me, at my right side.”

			Orla saw Sorcha’s eyes moving as she searched the hallway, then the woman shook her head. “I’m sorry. I don’t see anything.” Her lips tightened in a forlorn half scowl. “But then, I don’t see the ghosts of the dead that you and Menach Moire and the other acolytes can see, either. And you . . . you see both taibhsean and anamacha. I don’t have the gift of either sight.”

			“You have other gifts, Sorcha,” Orla told her. “Better ones. You and Azru saved me when no one else would. You were my one true friend in the soldiers’ encampments. You kept me alive and hopeful when I would have despaired after I miscarried Bakir’s child, and you helped me escape from the Mundoa when the time came. I owe you nothing less than my life.”

			She reached out her hand to stroke Sorcha’s cheek, but the woman stepped back from her before she could touch her, her eyes widening. “Menach Moire came in after Greum Red-Hand left and told me that you’re no longer an acolyte,” she said, her eyes downcast.

			“The Ceanndraoi said he’s going to teach me to be a draoi,” Orla told her. “I’m to start in the morning.”

			Sorcha nodded. “I thought the mint infusion might help you sleep. You should go to your bed now. The sun will be up in less than a hand of stripes.”

			“Sorcha . . .” Orla began, but she was thinking that Ceanndraoi Greum must have known that the anamacha would claim her. He had to have surmised that nothing he could say or do would stop that from happening, since he’d already told Menach Moire to bring a new acolyte to the temple to replace her before Orla ever saw the anamacha. She looked down at the mug in her hand as if she could find answers in the tan ripples there. “Sorcha, there’s no glory and no privilege in being able to see taibhsean or anamacha. My mother could also see both, and those abilities brought her nothing but pain, loss, and death.” She remembered seeing the Moonshadow’s anamacha as a child in the temple at Pencraig and how everything had changed for them horribly afterward. “And having those gifts has done nothing but bring me the same so far,” she finished.

			Sorcha lifted her chin and attempted a smile that faltered quickly. “Go on and sleep,” she said.

			“I don’t know that I can. I have so much to think about . . .” Orla stopped. “But I’ll try. Will you stay close enough that, if I need you, you could hold my hand?” Orla held out her left hand, the side away from the anamacha. Sorcha looked at it, then silently lifted her own hand and took Orla’s. Together they walked to the dormitory’s door.
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			Meeting Dead Draoi

			DESPITE HER WORDS, she must have slept, for it was Sorcha’s hand on her shoulder that shook Orla gently awake in the morning. She opened her eyes to find the dormitory’s windows alight with burgeoning dawn. Sorcha was already dressed, crouched at Orla’s bedside. “Menach Moire wants me to attend to her,” Sorcha said, “or I’d have let you sleep a little longer. Good luck today. Promise you’ll find me later and tell me all about your lesson with Ceanndraoi Greum?”

			Orla nodded, finding Sorcha’s hand and squeezing it once. Sorcha gave her a fleeting smile as she rose to her feet to leave, her gaze drifting past Orla as if searching for the anamacha she was unable to see. Orla looked herself, though she found she didn’t need to; she could feel their presence like a cold stone wall alongside her. Orla could see the anamacha as well, standing on the other side of the bed, a pale wisp in the dawn light. In full daylight, she knew, it would be entirely invisible even to her, though she was certain she would still feel their proximity. A creature of shadow and darkness, always . . .

			The dormitory was empty except for those few who had been on night shifts, now sleeping in their beds. Orla dressed quickly and used the midden down the hall, an experience made uncomfortable by the fact that the anamacha remained with her as she relieved herself. Orla realized that this was something to which she would have to resign herself; in many ways she would never again be alone in this life, though she didn’t know if those within the anamacha knew or cared what she was doing. She hurried down the corridors of Bàn Cill to the temple itself, coming to a halt at the side door when she saw Ceanndraoi Greum, Draoi Ceiteag, and Menach Moire speaking together near the altar. Sorcha was standing well away from them and pointedly not looking at Orla.

			Orla cleared her throat. Greum Red-Hand looked over at her as Menach Moire scowled, bowed to the ceanndraoi, gestured for Sorcha to follow her, and hurried off into one of the rear rooms. Ceiteag remained behind.

			Greum was staring more at Orla’s side and the Moonshadow than at her face. He tapped his staff on the tiles. “So I see the anamacha remains with you. You’ve not gone inside them again?”

			“No, Ceanndraoi,” she told him. He nodded.

			“Then come walk with me,” he told her. “Ceiteag, we’ll talk more later.” With that, he turned and limped toward the main door of the temple, leaning on his staff. Orla nodded to Draoi Ceiteag as she followed Greum outside and into the gardens that covered the steep, verdant walls of the valley in which Bàn Cill stood. It was a slow walk with Greum’s bad leg. At the summit of the hills around them an undulating stone wall followed the ridgeline, studded at intervals with large towers: the last defense against armies that might invade Onglse, a third and final wall never breached in the long history of the island. Barely two years before, Commander Altan Savas had managed to break through the two outer rings of the island’s fortifications, but he had abandoned his siege of the island before reaching Bàn Cill.

			Orla knew why Savas had retreated. Every Cateni knew why. She wondered, seeing Greum’s gaze flickering over the wall, whether the ceanndraoi ever thought that Savas might have taken Bàn Cill itself, the center of the draoi universe, had he not been compelled to return south to confront Voada on her rampage through the cities of Albann Deas. Is that something I could ask her inside the anamacha? She stood here once, and she fought Savas here for a time. . . .

			It was a question that would have to wait. Greum moved slowly through the gardens, his staff prodding the soft ground, until he came to a low wall where the gardens ended and the forested lower slopes of the hills began. There he finally stopped, his breath labored as he planted his staff in front of him. “This place will do,” he said. “Here, if you lose control of the anamacha, at least I can stop you from doing terrible damage.” The words made Orla shiver, both at the thought that using the anamacha might be so dangerous and as
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