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ONE

Flying a rock beetle was harder than it looked.

“Lean your weight forward!” Kysa instructed me from the back of her own rock beetle, Rhyne. She had to shout to be heard over the hum of beetle wings moving so quickly they were nothing but a blur. “You’re leaning too far back in the saddle, which is telling him to fly up. Hunch your shoulders and put your weight over the saddle horn to make him descend.”

Gritting my teeth, trying not to look down, I grabbed the saddle horn and leaned forward. Which was difficult, as Ratuk, my rock beetle, was ascending rather swiftly. I managed to throw my weight over the saddle horn, and the rock beetle immediately changed direction, flying toward the ground at an alarming speed.

“Pull up!” Kysa instructed, flying after us. “Sit up straight to make him hover. Remember, he’s responding to your weight shifts in the saddle. The faster you move, the more aggressively he’ll react.”

The cracked, barren ground was coming at us at rapidly. Stomach churning, I pushed myself off the saddle horn, trying desperately to find that equilibrium Kysa spoke of. Ratuk finally slowed, then came to a stop in midair, wings buzzing as he hovered about fifteen feet over the ground.

My heart was racing. I sat perfectly still, afraid to move and send Ratuk flying into the air again. Kysa descended with Rhyne and hovered in front of me. The insect rider’s expression was subtly amused, as if she couldn’t understand how I was finding this so difficult.

It was easy for her, I thought. Kysa was a warrior of the Scarab Clan, the insectriding nomads who wandered the Barren Steppes. She had grown up with the massive, armored rock beetles and knew everything about them. In her chitinous black armor that blended in with her mount, she even looked like she could be part beetle. I was a skinny street thief from the city of Kovass, which was not known for its population of giant insects. Flying a rock beetle was a new experience for me.

“You’re shifting your weight a little fast,” the insect rider said, smiling from the back of her mount. Even for a rock beetle, Rhyne was enormous, with a shiny black carapace and a horn that was over four feet long. “Rock beetles feel even the slightest changes in their rider’s position. You don’t have to move much to tell them what to do.” She observed me sitting rigidly in the saddle and nodded. “We’ll try again tomorrow.”

“No,” I panted. “I can do this.”

Kysa shook her head. “Your mount is considerably riled up,” she said, watching the hovering rock beetle with concern. “His fighting spirit has awoken, and he is ready for battle. It is not advisable to continue now—let him calm down before we try again.”

I slumped, then nodded. “All right,” I conceded. “Tomorrow, then. Um …” I peered over the beetle’s side at the ground. “How do I get him to land, again?”

“Down, Ratuk,” Kysa said firmly, and the rock beetle drifted down until his six legs touched the earth. I slid from the saddle and let out an involuntary sigh of relief as my boots hit the hard-packed clay. Glancing at my mount, I gave his carapace a pat.

“Sorry, Ratuk,” I murmured, as the beetle’s shiny black gaze flicked back toward me. “I’ll try to be more coordinated next time.”

The rock beetle twitched an antenna and turned away to chew on a dead bush. I sighed, shielding my eyes as I glanced up at the sun. Namaia, the second of the twins, hung low in the sky, indicating evening was about to fall. Out here on the Barren Steppes, a cracked, endless stretch of desolate earth and rock, the air still shimmered with heat, but the temperatures were marginally cooler now that night was approaching.

Kysa landed Rhyne next to me with barely a thump. “We should look for a suitable camp,” she said, sliding gracefully to the ground. “There is a copse of thorn trees not far from here that would make a good stopping point. These flying lessons are taking longer than I anticipated.”

I winced. “Hopefully I’ll do better tomorrow.”

“You did nothing wrong,” Kysa told me. “The blame lies with me—I forget outsiders have no experience with rock beetles. They are used to steering their four-footed mounts with reins and bits. The rock beetles are much more sensitive and respond to far less guidance.”

“Well, it was certainly interesting to watch,” said a new voice, as a bright-haired figure stepped around Ratuk and grinned at me. He wore a sleeveless dark brown jacket, fingerless gloves, and several belts around his waist and shoulders. The evening sun caught in his hair and made it glow amber. “But slightly terrifying for those of us still on the ground,” Halek the Fatechaser continued, deep blue eyes sparkling with mischief. “I don’t know if you were testing out a rock beetle’s diving speed, but you nearly made our good assassin’s heart stop.”

A sigh followed Halek’s statement, and my heart beat faster as Raithe appeared, gliding around the rock beetle like a shadow. Like me, he wore light, loose clothing and a hood to combat the intense rays of the twin suns. But the face within the hood, with his charcoal-gray skin, silver hair, and curved, pointed ears, was not human. He was iylvahn, one of the mysterious, long-lived people who resided in a city no outsider had seen. Or, according to Raithe, a city no one could remember. He was also a kahjai, a deadly assassin, who, not long ago, had tried to kill me. His eyes, pale blue and glowing softly within his hood, met mine, and my stomach fluttered.

“Are you all right?” he asked, ignoring Halek, who quickly stepped aside, still grinning.

“I’m fine,” I said. “I think Ratuk is more frazzled than I am. I’m sorry, Raithe—I know you wanted to get to Irrikah quickly.”

Though the thought of what awaited us in the iylvahn city still made my insides curl. On the day that Kovass fell to the Deathless King, Raithe had insisted that I return to Irrikah with him, to see the queen of the iylvahn. Because on that day, I learned that I was something called Fateless. One who not only stepped outside the bounds of Fate set by the Weaver, but who could also unravel the fates and destinies of everyone they touched. One who ignored prophecy and—according to my adoptive father, Vahn—was an agent of chaos that could topple kingdoms, shift the future and, sometimes, change the course of the world.

It was a lot to accept, and even now, I wasn’t sure what it all meant or what anyone expected me to do. Raithe had told me that the queen needed to speak to the Fateless, but he wouldn’t tell me why. Even now, whenever I asked about the mysterious iylvahn queen, he was evasive in his answers, saying that she would explain everything when we got to Irrikah.

I trusted Raithe, but I couldn’t shake a feeling of quiet dread whenever I thought of meeting the queen. The queen was also a seer. What would she tell me? That I was supposed to defeat the immortal, supremely powerful Deathless King? Or would she take one look at me and announce that I wasn’t Fateless at all?

Honestly, I didn’t know which would be worse.

Raithe shook his head. “Learning a new skill isn’t done in a day,” he said. “And, given the nature of rock beetles, I would prefer you learn how to fly one slowly, rather than have to try to catch you if something goes wrong. Besides, given what Kysa has said, I don’t think we can fly them all the way to Irrikah.”

“Correct.” Kysa nodded. “It takes an enormous amount of energy for rock beetles to lift themselves off the ground,” she explained, “and even more for them to remain in the air, especially if they’re carrying passengers or cargo. Think of your common horses—you cannot expect to ride a horse at a full gallop across the desert for long. The same is true for rock beetles. They can fly for a short amount of time, but they’re not built for sustained flights and will quickly exhaust themselves. It is more practical to intersperse short flights with walking them overland, and reserve most of their flying for battle and defense.”

I remembered when we’d been attacked by swarming fire-jaw ants and all four of us had climbed onto Rhyne to escape the horde. The rock beetle had managed to lift himself off the ground and away from the swarm, but he couldn’t ascend very far with all four of us clinging to his back. Still, the fact that he’d gotten off the ground at all was testament to the rock beetle’s strength, and I told Kysa so.

“Yes,” Kysa said. A faint smile crossed her face as she glanced at her mount. “Rhyne is the strongest rock beetle I have ever known.” The pride in her voice was evident. “If it had been any other than him that day, I’m not sure we would have survived.” She gave me a firm look. “Now it is your turn to prove to Ratuk that you are worthy to be a rider.”

I suppressed a wince. Now, on top of meeting the queen, learning what it meant to be Fateless, and perhaps stopping a literal god from destroying the kingdoms, I was supposed to prove my worth to a giant insect?

Sometimes I wished I could just be that simple thief again.

“Sparrow.”

Vahn stood before me in the robes of the ma’jhet, a bloody dagger clutched loosely in one hand. Bodies lay strewn around him, corpses of people I’d once known. Jeran, of course, lay at his feet, throat cut open, glassy eyes staring at me accusingly. The first life I had watched Vahn destroy. A thief named Dahveen sprawled a few feet away, the hilt of a sword jutting from his back. A large man called Bassig lay with his chest sliced open, scarred arms flung akimbo, beady eyes wide with shock. And the body of a woman, her dark hair wet with blood, slumped against the side of a building with her head bowed. I remembered Rala’s gentle smile whenever I came into her bar, the stories she used to tell me, and my heart felt as heavy as a mountain.

“You killed them,” I accused Vahn. “You and your Deathless King. You killed them all.”

“And you killed me,” Vahn returned. His eyes were dark, his voice low and calm as he held my gaze. “So how are we any different?”

He tossed the dagger at my feet, where it landed with a thump and a spray of blood. I looked down and found the blade clutched in my hand, my skin stained with blood nearly to my elbow.

“You could have come home, Sparrow.” Vahn’s voice was a whisper into my heart. I looked up and saw him standing in the same place, only the black robes were gone, replaced with a simple tunic and hood as familiar to me as my own. He was no longer Vahn, leader of the ma’jhet; he was the Guildmaster of Kovass. The father figure I had known my entire life. Or I thought I had.

“I wanted you to come home,” the Guildmaster went on. “We could have done so much, healed the world together. But you chose them over me. To put your faith in a group of strangers, rather than the man who was with you your whole life. What did I tell you about trust? It will destroy you in the end. Just like you destroyed me.”

The scene shifted, or I might’ve glanced away, because when I looked at him again, Vahn was dead. The hilt of a dagger protruded from his chest, and his dark eyes gazed sightlessly into mine.

My vision blurred with tears. I blinked hard to clear them away, and when I opened my eyes, I was staring at a star-filled predawn sky.

I slumped and ran a hand over my face. Another dream. They were so common now, I couldn’t even close my eyes anymore without seeing someone or something from my old life. Jeran, Vahn, the ma’jhet, the Deathless King; I would see one or more of them every night, and every night, people would die. At least the dreams were of the normal variety now, not the magical, heart-stopping nightmares the servants of the Deathless King had used against me in the past. Thanks to the magical tattoos of the Scarab Clan, I was no longer in danger of sleepwalking to my death, but I certainly didn’t feel like going back to sleep.

Shifting to my side, I gazed around the campsite. Across a glowing firepit, Halek slept undisturbed in his sleeping bag. I could tell it was Halek from the gleam of bright hair and the snores coming from beneath the covers. Kysa, I had discovered, didn’t sleep lying down. Always prepared, the warriors of the Scarab Clan slept upright with their weapons in hand, ready to spring into action if needed. I spotted the insect rider sitting with her back against a large rock, chin on her chest and her spear leaning against her shoulder.

Raithe’s sleeping bag, I suddenly noticed, was empty.

Blinking, I sat up and gazed around the camp for the iylvahn. Exhaustion clawed at me, and for the briefest moment, old fears and suspicions reared their ugly heads. Had Raithe abandoned us and gone ahead to Irrikah? Had he left to tell his queen we were coming?

Stop it, I told myself. I shook my head, dissolving the doubt searching for a foothold into my heart. Raithe isn’t like that, and you know it. He promised he would take you to Irrikah. He isn’t like Vahn.

Vahn.

My throat closed up, and my eyes stung. Across the firepit, Halek stirred, his snores faltering for a few breaths. Afraid that I would wake him, I pushed back the covers and stood, shivering in the desert air. Without the warmth of the suns, the sand was cold, the air prickling my skin as I walked several paces from the camp.

Finding a large, flat rock, I sat down and gazed out over the steppes, hugging my forearms for warmth. Beneath the single crescent moon, I could just make out the hazy outline of the Maze, the formidable, confusing labyrinth of canyons, cliffs, and mountain passes that marked the end of the Barren Steppes. Somewhere within that sprawling tangle of canyon and rock lay Irrikah, the hidden city of the iylvahn. Where the queen waited to speak to the Fateless.

Shivering, I turned one arm over and pushed back my sleeve, revealing the elegant swirls of green ink crawling up my skin. Tattoos from the Scarab Clan lore keeper that both marked me as a member of the clan and protected me from the magic of the ma’jhet, the servants of the Deathless King. Magic that Vahn had used against me. Scrying, manipulation, even possession; Vahn had shown no qualms about using the most evil of tactics to get me where he wanted. He had nearly killed me and my companions multiple times before we’d finally sought help from the clan.

But there would be no more attacks against me, at least not from Vahn. He was gone now. After his most recent assault on the Scarab Clan using an army of abominations and undead, I had met the Guildmaster of Kovass face-to-face on the battlefield. And I had killed him.

My vision blurred, and a drop splashed onto my arm and ran down the lines of ink. Bowing my head, I closed my eyes and tried to muffle the quiet sobbing, feeling like a fist was squeezing my insides. Vahn had lied to me my whole life. He had brought back the Deathless King and had manipulated, tormented, even tried to kill me. But for seventeen years, he had been my only family, the only person I’d ever tried to make proud.

Now he was dead. By my hand. And the Deathless King was still out there, ready to conquer the world.

I heard soft footfalls, which surprised me until I realized he wanted me to hear his approach. A heartbeat later, a hand touched my arm, gentle fingers curling over my wrist. Blinking, I looked up and found Raithe kneeling in front of me, pale blue eyes solemn beneath his hood. He met my gaze, not speaking, not offering sympathy or condolences; his eyes said everything I needed to hear. For a moment, I turned away, embarrassed. I had grown up in the Thieves Guild, where moments of weakness were shunned or exploited. And Vahn had been a servant of the Deathless King, who had tried to kill us all; I wasn’t sure if Raithe would understand why I would shed tears for him. Truthfully, I wasn’t certain, myself.

“It isn’t wrong to mourn him.”

Raithe’s voice was low and feather soft, brushing over my skin. I peeked up, and his gaze was only sympathetic. “All threads affect each other in the Weave,” he went on, referring to the great Tapestry of the World, where all souls were bound together by Maederyss, Goddess of Fate. “They are woven together in ways no one can anticipate or predict. When one thread is removed, for good or ill, every thread around it is changed. Everything that it touched is affected.” His other hand came up and gently brushed tears from my skin, sending a shiver all the way down my spine. “It is never wrong to grieve the cutting of a thread, even if removing that thread was essential to the rest of the Tapestry.”

I swallowed and took a shaky breath to compose myself. “I still see him in my dreams,” I admitted. “Before, he was always trying to kill me. But now I’m the one …” My hands shook, and I clenched them against my knees. “Do they ever stop?” I whispered.

“Eventually,” Raithe murmured. “One day, you won’t see him in your dreams any longer. But the scars will still be there. In time, they’ll fade, and they won’t hurt as much. But cutting a thread from the Weave …” One of his hands drifted to his own chest, as if he could feel a wound just beneath his skin. “It’s like Maederyss marks your soul so that you never forget.”

My heart pounded. I was still getting used to this … sudden understanding, with Raithe. The realization that there was something between us, something that made my pulse race and my insides turn in wild circles when he was close. Acknowledging the wildest part—that he could feel the same way about me—was unnerving and terrifying, and it still made me want to slip into the shadows and disappear, but I was trying to be more open with Raithe. It was hard, lowering my guard, letting someone in; everyone from my old life I’d lost to betrayal. Vahn himself had warned me, multiple times, not to trust anyone. Not to depend on anything but myself. But I trusted Raithe. And Halek, and Kysa. If that came back to haunt me in the future, so be it. I would deal with it when it happened. Tonight, I wanted to believe that, whatever this was, whatever I had with him, it was real.

Raithe was still watching me, his gaze soft. My hand rose and gently touched the side of his face, and he closed his eyes.

“Thank you,” I told him softly. “I know he did terrible things, and he almost succeeded in killing us, but … I still can’t forget the past seventeen years.”

“Remember the man he was, Sparrow,” Raithe said. His eyes opened, and he gazed at me once more. “Grieve the person you loved and hold those memories close. We all have to find our peace.”

My vision blurred. Bowing my head, I leaned forward, and his arms wrapped around me. I relaxed into him, listening to his quickening heartbeat, feeling the faintest shiver course through his body. A small part of me still recoiled, that innate caution of a street thief who had always kept her distance, who didn’t like feeling trapped or vulnerable. But it was getting easier to stifle her fears. I’d told myself that I would trust Raithe. I would not believe that he would betray me.

You wouldn’t have thought that of Vahn, either, the cynical thief whispered, even as I tried to shove her down. Raithe is an assassin who serves the iylvahn queen. Where do you think his loyalty really lies?

Stumbling footsteps broke the silence. I pulled back and saw Halek’s bright form shuffling from camp toward a cluster of prickly bushes. He didn’t seem to notice us. I watched him lurch to a halt in front of the bushes and fiddle with his belt buckle, and I quickly looked away.

Raithe rose easily, holding out a hand. “Let’s get back to camp,” he said, and I let him pull me to my feet. “There’s still maybe an hour till dawn. You should try to sleep while you can.”

A loud yelp startled us both, causing me to jerk up and Raithe to put his hand to his sword. Halek was stumbling back from the clump of bushes, eyes wide and fixed on something in the shadows.

We rushed over as the Fatechaser finished buckling his belt and turned. His expression was caught between a grimace and a maniac grin. “Oh, that was close,” he breathed. “That would not have been a pleasant way to go.”

I looked over at the bushes and saw a ripple of movement beneath the branches, as something long and slender slithered back into the darkness.

“That was a dust adder,” Raithe said grimly, causing my stomach to turn. Dust adders were small, sand-colored serpents with one of the most potent venoms in the world. Way out here, miles from any city or antitoxin, a bite would be fatal.

“It didn’t bite you, did it?” I asked Halek, who gave me a sheepish grin.

“No, though it did try. Can’t say I blame it—if someone poured a stream of piss on my head while I was sleeping, I wouldn’t be happy, either.” The grin turned into a pained grimace. “Thankfully, it missed what it was striking at, which was very fortunate for me. Dying from certain parts swelling and falling off would be a very inglorious way to meet my fate.”

I looked at Raithe and saw that even he was wincing.

“You were careless.” A sharp voice broke the silence. Kysa strode up with her spear in hand, apparently having caught the end of the conversation. “Everyone knows you must always watch where you put your feet—or any body part, for that matter—in the Barren Steppes.” She gave Halek a look of tired exasperation. “Attempt to use more caution, Fatechaser. None of us will be pleased if you die of your own idiocy.”

“Oh, trust me, I wouldn’t be pleased, either. Not with that fate.” Halek glanced at the clump of bushes and shuddered. “Though I will admit, that story would have been tragically hilarious. Times like this, I think Maederyss has a very twisted sense of humor, especially when it comes to Fatechasers.” He shook his head and sighed. “Sometimes I wish I could just ask her what my fate will ultimately be, you know? Get it over with.”

A ripple of horror shivered through me, as Kysa blinked at him. “You would want to know the moment of your death?” she asked incredulously. “You know you cannot change your story in the Weave. Every teaching says that those who try to avoid their fate just put themselves on the path to meeting it.”

“Hey, I’d be okay with that.” Halek laced his fingers behind his head and shrugged. “At least I could prepare myself. And if my fate was ‘you are going to be bitten by a poisonous snake in the middle of the desert and die after your man parts shrivel up like a slug on a skillet,’ then at least I would know. I wouldn’t be happy, but I would know.”

Kysa shook her head and turned away. “I am going back to sleep,” she announced, striding toward the campfire. “Wake me at suns rise, if I am not already up.”

Halek scratched the back of his neck and gave us another sheepish grin. “I think our good rider has finally grown tired of me,” he said in a resigned, cheerful voice. “Ah, well. I suppose it’s my turn for watch. Probably for the best—I wasn’t going to be able to sleep after that little encounter, anyway.”

“Are you all right, Halek?” I asked worriedly. He grinned.

“Oh, of course. You two get some sleep, and don’t worry about me.” He waved a hand at the bushes. “If I see any more dust adders, you’ll definitely hear me scream.”

Raithe and I returned to camp and my pile of discarded blankets near the firepit. A sudden cold breeze hissed across the steppes, making me shiver and fold my arms to my chest. “Sleep,” I repeated, gazing at the smoldering embers of the fire. “I used to know her. She doesn’t like me much anymore.”

“Let’s see if I can’t convince her otherwise,” Raithe murmured.

He took his blanket from where it was lying on the ground and draped it around my shoulders. Surprised, I followed as he led me to the dying fire and sank down in front of it, drawing me with him.

“Raithe …” My heart pounded he settled close and curled his body around mine, shielding me from the wind.

“You haven’t slept since we left the Scarab camp.” His voice was a low murmur in my ear. “You’re exhausted. I can at least provide some measure of security before we reach Irrikah.”

My eyelids were heavy. Between the blanket, the fire, and the assassin at my back, I was cocooned in warmth. I could see Halek’s distant figure, pacing across the sand with his shoulders hunched against the cold. Had he had dodged Fate yet again, or was he always meant to avoid death tonight?

“Raithe?” I murmured after a few moments.

“Yes?”

“Would you ever want to know … how you’re going to die? What your ultimate fate will be?”

“No,” he said without hesitation. “There is a reason no one knows their fate. That kind of knowledge will easily drive you mad. Maybe someone like Halek would be fine, but for most of us, it would become an obsession.” He shivered, arms tightening around me. “I don’t want to know my fate,” he murmured. “I just know that the time I have now is a blessing from the Weaver. It’s what I do with the time before my thread is cut that matters.”

I nodded, though my thoughts felt tangled. The Fateless had no fate, no destiny. What did it mean, if I had no thread in the Weave? If the goddess who wove the Tapestry of the World didn’t even know I existed?

“Whatever you’re thinking, try not to worry about it tonight.” Raithe’s voice brushed against my ear, low and soft. One hand slipped below the quilt, long fingers gently squeezing my arm. “Sleep, Sparrow,” he whispered. “You’re safe. I’ve got you.”

Leaning against Raithe, I let myself relax, and finally let sleep take me.





After another hour of practice in the faint light of the dawn, I finally got the hang of flying.

“Good!” Kysa called, swooping past me with Rhyne. “Yes, that is how to make him hover. Now order him to descend.”

“Down, Ratuk,” I called, making sure to use the firm voice Kysa insisted on. The rock beetle immediately sank straight back toward the hard-packed earth.

“Ascend!” Kysa ordered.

I grabbed the saddle horn and leaned back, careful not to simply throw myself backward and cause the beetle to zip into the sky. Ratuk instantly changed directions, flying upward with the hum of translucent wings. I leaned slightly to the left, and he turned, flying around to face Kysa, who gave me a nod of approval.

“I think you have it,” she said. “Or at least, I am no longer afraid Ratuk will fly off with you and not come back. That happens, sometimes, with rock beetles who don’t respect their rider. Or they try to shake them off in midair.” She gave a tight smile that showed she was not joking in the slightest. “But you seem to have learned at least the basics of flying, so order him to land.”

I did, and the rock beetle easily drifted down until all six legs touched the cracked earth of the Barren Steppes. I slid out of the saddle as Ratuk folded his wings beneath his carapace, translucent green membranes vanishing under the rock-hard shell.

“Good boy,” I whispered, giving that carapace a pat. Ratuk snorted and raised his head, more interested in a dead branch poking out of a boulder than me.

I turned, meeting Raithe’s eyes as he and Halek joined us. The iylvahn gave me a nod and a small smile. “Well done,” he said quietly, as my insides warmed with approval. “I’m glad our shared curse with giant insects doesn’t extend to rock beetles.”

A chuckle escaped me. Twice in our journeys together, we had been attacked by large, aggressive insects, and we’d ended up saving each other from certain death on both occasions. One had been the frenzied swarm of bloodthirsty fire-jaw ants; the other had been an enormous spider-scorpion abomination sent by minions of the Deathless King to kill us all. Both cases had been terrifying; I was glad Rhyne and Ratuk were gentle giants. Or at least, more interested in chewing on rocks and trees than our bones.

Halek grinned and cast a glance at Solasti, the first sun climbing slowly into the cloudless sky. “Well, now that we have two beetles to ride, do you think we can reach the Maze before Demon Hour?”

Kysa raised a brow at him. Demon Hour was that point in time when both suns shone directly overhead, turning everything beneath them into a shimmering landscape of heat and misery. No one wanted to be caught outside during Demon Hour, as the heat could blister your skin and cook the very air in your lungs. Out on the Barren Steppes, it was even worse; there was little shade and very few crags and crannies to hide in. Traveling at night was impractical as, depending on the season, true dark lasted only four to five hours. The twins were jealous rulers of the sky, loathe to leave it for long. So if you couldn’t find shelter during Demon Hour, the result would be a very slow, agonizing death beneath the relentless glare of the tyrant suns.

Fortunately, Kysa had a tent, and the two rock beetles seemed the only creatures alive who could withstand the heat. Still, even under shelter, I didn’t want to have to go through Demon Hour out on the steppes if we could avoid it.

Raithe gazed toward the horizon, where the hazy line of cliffs could barely be seen in the glare of the sun. “I expect we’ll reach the edge of the Maze before Demon Hour,” he said. “Unfortunately, from there, we’ll have to walk, but at least we’ll be sheltered from the twins inside the Maze.”

“Walk?” Halek blinked. “We have giant flying bugs. Why not just fly into Irrikah? I know we can’t fly long distances, but it won’t be that much farther, will it?”

“You can’t,” Raithe said calmly. “Irrikah lies at the center of the labyrinth, and it’s protected by the magic of the queen. Even if you fly over the Maze, you won’t see the city. The only way into Irrikah is through the Maze, and only if you have an iylvahn guiding you. Outsiders won’t be able to find the entrance, no matter how hard they search.”

“Ah,” said Halek, nodding. “That makes sense. Also explains why the iylvahn city has remained hidden, even after all this time.” He stretched and glanced at the two rock beetles waiting patiently behind us. “Well, the day’s not getting any longer, and we’re wasting suns’ light. Shall we go? I’ve always wanted to see Irrikah—there are so few stories about it, and I want to see if it lives up to its mysteriousness.”

I suppressed a wince. There were so few stories about Irrikah because everyone who visited the mysterious iylvahn city forgot nearly everything about it when they left. According to Raithe, the only memory any non-iylvahn would keep of Irrikah was that it existed, somewhere in the Maze. But everything within the city—the layout, the people, what it looked like—would fade from memory and be lost.

It was all part of the magic the queen used to keep her people safe. And yet another reason to fear her.

Raithe glanced at me, and perhaps he saw the emotion in my eyes, for his brow furrowed and he stepped closer. “Will you be able to do this, Sparrow?” he asked. “Can you fly us to the edge of the Maze?”

I took a deep breath and nodded. “Yes,” I told him. I had promised myself I would stop running, even from things that terrified me. Besides, I was tired of the uncertainty. I wanted to know, once and for all, if I was the Fateless or just the insignificant thief I had been all my life. Meeting the iylvahn queen wouldn’t be nearly as frightening as confronting the Deathless King. At least she wasn’t trying to kill me.

I hoped.

Kysa made a sharp clicking noise, and the two rock beetles stopped what they were doing and turned, huffing, to face us. “Let us go, then,” she said, and swung easily into Rhyne’s saddle. “I know I said that flying a rock beetle for long periods of time was impractical, but we can at least get a head start on the twins.” Glancing down at us, she held out an arm. “Fatechaser, you’re with me.”

Halek grabbed the arm and swung into the saddle behind Kysa. “I guess now isn’t a good time to admit I have a fear of heights,” he said with a wry grin.

Kysa shook her head. “Not at all,” she replied. “It won’t change anything. If you start to feel queasy, I suggest closing your eyes.”

I swung into Ratuk’s saddle and felt Raithe settle easily behind me. His arms wrapped around my waist as he leaned close, his calm, steady breathing comforting against my back. Across from me, Kysa gave a single nod. At our spoken command, the rock beetles rose into the air, their wings a constant drone in our ears, and we flew off toward the distant mountains.

Thankfully, despite my secret fears that Ratuk would decide to shake us off or ignore the commands of his new, incompetent rider and go flying back home, the journey to the Maze was uneventful. The Barren Steppes stretched out before us in all their flat, empty glory, an endless red wasteland of clay and rock, broken up by jutting crags and sparse vegetation. I caught fleeting glimpses of life, even out here. Flocks of stonebeak birds, flightless and long necked, roamed the scrubland. Distant columns of smoke, drifting into the sky, signaled the presence of other clans that called the steppes their home. On the horizon, the hazy mountains loomed closer, marking the end of one journey and the beginning of something new.

Namaia soon followed her sister’s ascent into the sky. With the arrival of the second sun, the heat became an almost physical thing, pressing down from above, searing my shoulders and the top of my head. Even through the hood, I could feel the relentless glare blazing into me. Our voyage consisted of short bursts of flying followed by a period of walking to let the beetles recuperate. Still, it was far faster than having to trek all the way across the Barren Steppes on foot.

The mountains grew larger and larger, until we finally reached the base of the massive line of cliffs, crags, and sheer walls stretching high overhead. The Maze, as it was appropriately called, was once a range of unbroken mountains, until an earth-shattering quake from the War of the Kings had fragmented them, turning the entire range into a labyrinth of narrow cliffs, deep chasms, and canyons soaring to dizzying heights. All sorts of creatures, benign and terrifying, were said to wander the Maze, and, according to Raithe, there were depths of the labyrinth no one had ever set foot in.

And somewhere deep within the Maze, sequestered from everyone, was Irrikah, the hidden city of the iylvahn, and the queen who waited to speak to the Fateless.

Demon Hour had just reached its peak when we ducked beneath an enormous slab of rock lying against one of the cliff faces. It looked like part of the cliff wall had broken off and fallen against another rock face, providing much-needed shelter from the suns. I breathed a sigh of relief as I slid from the saddle, grateful to be out of the relentless glare of the twins.

Halek dug a canteen out of Rhyne’s saddlebags and took a long draft before sliding off Rhyne. “You know,” he said cheerfully, “I’ve heard some very, very old legends from distant lands that claim there used to be only one sun in the sky. Can you imagine? A world with no Demon Hour, what would that be like, I wonder?” He shrugged and sat down, tucking the waterskin beside him. “Of course, they also said the world used to be green and lush and filled with water. That would’ve been a sight to see.”

I glanced at Raithe, remembering something he’d once told me. That the world had been green and lush during the age of the Deathless Kings. Before they’d started fighting. Before the war essentially destroyed the world, turning it from vibrant kingdoms filled with life to the sun-blasted wastelands that were all anyone had known for thousands of years.

It was hard to imagine such a world. It was even harder to imagine what one insignificant thief, Fateless or not, could do against the limitless power of a Deathless King.

I supposed I would have to meet Raithe’s queen to discover if I was expected to do anything at all.




TWO

Raithe had disappeared again.

I blinked, gazing around the rock cleft. A few feet away, Halek dozed with his chin on his chest, a dice cup held loosely in his fingers. From the angle of the light and the faintly cooler temperatures, I could tell Demon Hour was starting to wane. Kysa stood beside Rhyne, tightening saddle straps, making sure everything was in place. Frowning, I rose to my feet and walked over. Ratuk huffed at me as I approached, and I patted his nose horn.

“Where’s Raithe?” I asked the insect rider. I hadn’t been asleep for long, a few minutes at most. Had the iylvahn waited until I was unconscious before he’d slipped away? Or was I being paranoid again?

“He said he was going to scout ahead to make sure the path was clear,” Kysa replied without looking up. “I expect he’ll return when his task is done.” She did pause then, glancing over her shoulder with dark eyes, as if knowing what I was thinking. “If you are planning to look for him, I would suggest not going far,” she told me in a firm voice. “This place is called the Maze, after all.”

I nodded. “I won’t be long,” I promised, and slipped into the narrow crevices of the Maze.

I almost didn’t see him

Rounding a rocky corner, I spotted movement in the passage beyond and instinctively ducked back, pressing myself to the stone. Raithe’s loose white and gray clothes blended almost perfectly into the stony walls of the Maze; if I hadn’t caught that f licker of motion, I wouldn’t have seen him until it was too late.

He wasn’t alone.

Something shifted above him on the canyon walls, the ripple of movement that had caught my eye. For a moment, it looked like a section of the canyon wall had detached itself from the whole and was crawling toward him. As it moved, it changed color, resolving itself into an enormous lizard with a broad head, splayed feet, and huge orange eyes. A rider sat atop the lizard’s back, also dressed in mottled gray and white, perfectly camouflaged against the stones.

A second lizard and rider appeared opposite the first one, seeming to melt out of the stones. The pair of huge creatures crawled down the vertical walls as easily as a spider, until they were perched only a few feet away from Raithe.

My mouth went dry, but Raithe didn’t react, except to nod to both riders. Words were spoken, but the snatches of conversation I caught were in a strange, lyrical language I didn’t recognize. One of the riders pointed in the direction of our camp, and Raithe shook his head.

As I peered around the stone, trying to see everything while still remaining hidden, a loose rock slipped under my boot. Instantly, I jerked back, pressing myself to the cliff wall, my heart roaring in my ears, as I listened for indications that I had been discovered. The conversation in the passageway stilled for several terrifying heartbeats, and I held my breath.

Finally, the voices in the corridor began again, though they didn’t last long. I heard a slithering sound and dared peek around the corner to catch the lizards and their riders crawling up the cliff walls. The last thing I saw was their thick tails vanishing over the rim before they were lost from sight.

Raithe was no longer in the passageway.

I straightened, my heart squeezing in my chest. The place where the iylvahn had stood moments before was empty. I didn’t know where he’d gone, where he was now, but I knew I had to get out of here.

I slipped quietly down the narrow passage, took the first turn on the left … and ran right into him.

“Sparrow.”

His tone wasn’t angry, but it wasn’t exactly amused. Those pale eyes peered down from the shadows of his hood, the gaze expressionless. “I told Kysa I would be back. You didn’t have to come after me.”

“Who were those people?”

Raithe hesitated, as if reluctant to say anything, then sighed. “Ellel Dorei,” he answered. “Scouts of the Maze. They patrol the walls and take note of everything that enters or leaves the labyrinth. They have permission from the queen to deal with potential threats as they see fit.” He scanned the walls above us, as if he could sense invisible eyes watching us from the cliffs. “I knew they’d spotted us earlier. I wanted to make sure there would be no misunderstandings when we entered Irrikah.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Because outsiders are not supposed to know the Ellel Dorei are there,” Raithe said. “They are the ghosts of the Maze, invisible yet seeing all. They are the first line of protection for the city—their effectiveness comes from people not knowing they’re being watched.”

“Oh.”

Raithe sighed. “There are many things I cannot tell you about Irrikah, Sparrow,” he said. “We are a very secretive people, and the queen wishes for us to remain that way. For now, trust that everything I do is for the safety of the group. Once we get to Irrikah and you meet the queen, you’ll understand.”

I nodded. I still didn’t like it; Vahn had told me the same thing once: There were things about the guild that he couldn’t share. I’d accepted it back then; the Guildmaster had his secrets, and it wasn’t any of my business. Except, it was. He’d been lying to me my whole life, and when his secrets had finally come out, the Deathless King had destroyed the city.

We returned to the others, and found that Kysa had already saddled both Rhyne and Ratuk. Solasti had finally moved on, leaving the skies to her sister, Namaia, who was casting long shadows over the cliff walls.

“We are ready to continue,” Kysa told Raithe as we ducked beneath the rock ledge. “However, I don’t believe it is a sound idea to fly inside the Maze. From what I can see, the passages are narrow, and there are many sharp turns. Walking will be slower, but I would rather do that than have either of our mounts slam into a wall or clip a wing on a sharp curve. Crashing your beetle is not a pleasant experience.”

“Ah.” Halek grimaced. “I can imagine. Not that I’m suggesting this, but I’m guessing walking along the top of the Maze is a no-no.”

“You’ll never find Irrikah if you go that route,” Raithe said. “The magic over the city makes it impossible for anyone, even its citizens, to enter from above. Not to mention, you’ll draw the ire of certain people who might see such actions as an attack. To reach Irrikah, we must go through the Maze.”

“No shortcuts, then.” Halek sighed. “Fair enough.”

“Also,” Raithe added, and his pale eyes flickered to me, “once we’re inside, it is vitally important to stay together. The Maze is dangerous on many levels. Not only is it easy to get lost, but there are things in the labyrinth that you don’t want to run into. Generally, the paths we’ll be taking are safe enough, but I want you to be prepared in case we do meet something wandering the Maze.”

“Just out of curiosity, what type of ‘something’ are we talking about, exactly?” Halek wanted to know. “Are we talking angry ghosts, the souls of those who became lost in the Maze and are now cursed to wander it for all time? Or are these more flesh-and-blood-type creatures with large fangs and claws, who love to snack on lost travelers?”

“I have never met a spirit within the Maze,” Raithe answered, much to my relief. “However, there are stories of iylvahn who swear they have seen figures in the passageways or following them through the labyrinth. There is a rather famous story of a kahjai who met a wounded brother lying against the rocks not far from the city. He offered help, but the wounded man begged him to first retrieve his ancestral blade from a creature he had killed. He had struck the creature a mortal blow, and it had fled with his sword between its ribs. Its lair was just around the corner, but when the kahjai went to retrieve the blade, he found the sword lying in the skeleton of some massive beast. And when he returned with the blade, the wounded man was gone. All he found of him was a long-corroded dagger lying in the rocks.”

Raithe paused, as if he knew his story was causing my skin to prickle, before a faint smile crossed his face. “But, like I said, I have never met any kind of spirit within the Maze. The things we have to be worried about are the ones with large teeth and claws. But we shouldn’t see them. The most dangerous creatures wander the deepest parts of the labyrinth and are never seen except by those unlucky enough to become lost. We won’t have that problem. Still, stay together and be on your guard. We should reach Irrikah by nightfall.”

We entered the Maze, Raithe leading, the rest of us on foot as well. Rhyne and Ratuk plodded quietly behind us as we slipped into the narrow, looming corridors of stone and rock. More often than not, the passages were large enough to allow the beetles to traverse them side by side. Sometimes, however, we had to walk single file through tight crannies and crags that scraped the beetles’ shells. At least it was cooler in the Maze than out on the steppes. The walls were so steep, the light rarely penetrated to the ground, cloaking us in shadows that grew darker the farther we traveled into the labyrinth. I kept my eyes trained on the cliff faces, searching the walls for movement. But if we were being followed or tracked by mysterious lizard riders, I never saw them.

“You know, when I was in the village of Jihbel, there was this popular pastime called weasel running.” Halek’s voice bounced off the cliff walls and reverberated through the passageways. “Two handlers would send their sand weasels through opposite ends of a maze, and there would be a dead chicken or a piece of meat or something in the very center. People would bet to see which weasel reached the center first, and when they did, they would bet on which weasel would tear the other apart. It was a rather bloody sport. Sand weasels are vicious.”

“Barbaric,” Kysa said flatly. “And pointless. Training an animal for battle is one thing. Exploiting their pain for wealth is the mark of a coward, not a warrior.”

“Well, I never bet on those fights,” Halek said with a shrug. “I’m just saying I feel a bit like those weasels now. Hoping there’ll be a dead chicken in the center of the maze. Or, in this case, a city.”

The Maze went on, winding canyons feeding into narrow, claustrophobic crevices. More than once, Raithe paused at an intersection, looked back at the rock beetles, then took us in another direction. Namaia sank lower in the sky, and the shadows grew longer, darkness falling over the lowest parts of the Maze.

As we were pushing our way through a corridor of waist-high weeds, Halek suddenly let out a yelp and pitched forward. He vanished into the long grass, making me gasp and rush over to where he’d been.

“Halek, are you all right?”

“Yep.” He popped up, grimacing and brushing at his clothes. His golden hair was full of grass and seeds. “I’m fine, I just … tripped over something, I think. What is that?”

He nudged something in the grass with his foot, and it made a strange clinking sound as it turned over in the weeds. Frowning, I bent down to peer at it more closely, and my stomach clenched.

A bleached skull grinned sightlessly up at me from the tangle of long grass, and I straightened quickly.

Halek peeked over my shoulder, and his brows shot up. “Oh, it’s a skeleton, how lovely. That’s something you want to see when wandering a dangerous labyrinth with vicious beasts roaming around.”

By this time, Kysa and Raithe had turned back as well and gathered with us around the clump of weeds. Kysa shoved the end of her spear into the skull’s eye socket and pulled it out of the grass, revealing half a rib cage with a single dangling arm attached. Many of the ribs were cracked and broken, as if the chest had been caved in by some tremendous force. The lower part of the skeleton was missing completely.

“I thought these routes were supposed to be relatively safe,” Kysa said, glancing at Raithe, who was observing the skeleton grimly. “This was not a clean death. Whoever this was, something mauled him.”

“They are usually safe,” Raithe said. “At least, the well-traveled routes are. But as I said, many creatures wander the Maze, and it’s not impossible for them to find their way here. Let’s hope this is an isolated incident.”

“Who do you think this was?” Halek wondered, watching as Kysa almost reverently lowered the skeleton to the ground and let it slide off her spear. “Another iylvahn?”

Raithe shook his head. “The bone structure around the jaw and cheekbones is wrong,” he said. “I would say this was a human.”

Something rustled in the long grass, and the hairs on my arms stood up. The grass parted, and a ripple of movement crept up behind the iylvahn.

I drew in a horrified breath. “Raithe, behind you!”

The iylvahn spun away as something exploded from the grass and flew toward him. I caught a glimpse of a long, lean body, hooked claws, and a gaping, tooth-filled maw, as the creature missed Raithe by a hair’s breadth and landed on a rock several feet away.

My gut clenched. I’d first thought the creature was some sort of huge feline, like the great sand cats that prowled the dunes outside Kovass. But the monster facing us had a hairless body with pale, almost human skin. A series of chitinous barbs ran down its spine from its head to the tip of a long, whiplike tail. Its face had no ears or eyes, just a gaping maw filled with thin, needlelike fangs. But the most horrible thing about it was its front paws, which were shaped like bony human hands, the fingernails digging into the stone as it whirled around.

Halek let out a yelp. “What in the name of everything ugly is that?”

At the sound of Halek’s voice, the thing jerked its head and sprang forward. It moved more like an insect than a mammal, scuttling from side to side, and it was terrifyingly quick, its body a pale blur over the ground. Halek threw himself aside, hitting the ground and rolling to his feet, but the monster spun in the space of a blink and was already on him.

Suddenly it leaped back with a hiss, as Raithe’s sword cut through the space where it had been. Raithe pressed forward, slashing viciously with his blade, but the monster dodged every blow before it spun and vanished into the tall grass.

I rushed to Halek, grabbing his wrist to pull him upright. He was breathing hard, and blood seeped down his arm from the monster’s claws, but he didn’t seem seriously injured. “Weaver’s blessing, that thing was fast,” he panted, gazing around with wide blue eyes. “I just blinked, and it was right on top of me.”

“Stay alert,” Raithe said, quickly returning to us. “It’s not over. These creatures don’t give up the hunt. It will come for us again, so be ready.”

I drew my daggers as Rhyne lumbered over with Kysa on his back, her spear in hand. “What was that thing?” I asked, glancing at the iylvahn.

He met my gaze briefly, then returned to scanning the long grass. “It’s called a Sathis hound,” he replied. “Originally, they were used by the kings in the War of the Kings. Don’t let your guard down. They’re ambush predators, and they usually hunt in—”

With a scream, the creature lunged out of the long grass. I tensed, but just as it got within pouncing range, it veered aside and vanished into the weeds again. I had a split second to process this before spinning to face another monster in mid-lunge, jaws gaping as it came at me.

Instinctively, I threw my arm up, feeling a blaze of agony as those jaws closed on it. It felt like hundreds of needles piercing my skin. The force of the pounce drove us both to the ground, and at the same time, I plunged my dagger into the monster as hard as I could, sinking the blade into the humanlike flesh.

The monster shrieked and leaped backward, springing out of reach. Blood streamed down its side, vividly red against its pale skin. It snarled and whirled to dart back into the weeds, but a spear flashed through the air, striking the monster through the ribs just as it reached the long grass. It collapsed with a strangled hiss, thrashed for a moment, and then was still.

Raithe was at my side in an instant, fingers closing over my uninjured arm, holding me still as I tried to get up. “Stay down,” he whispered as I looked up at him. But his gaze wasn’t on me; it was distant and staring at nothing, as if he was concentrating on hearing something rather than seeing it.

Then he whirled back, and I saw the monster in midair, teeth bared as it flew straight at him. This time, Raithe’s sword flashed out and met the creature head on. A hot spray of blood splashed my face as the kahjai’s blade beheaded the monster and sent its skull flying into the cliff wall. The headless body continued through space until it collapsed to the ground, kicking and thrashing, and finally went still. I relaxed, breathing a sigh of relief.

And that’s when the third and fourth monsters attacked.

I caught the movement from the corner of my eye almost too late. Two of them, each darting in from one side. I tensed, and saw the others turn to face the ambushers, raising their weapons as the monsters closed in.

Suddenly, the creatures stopped. Just … froze, a lunge away in the grass. Their eyeless heads rose, as if sensing something on the wind. The rest of us went motionless as well.

In an eyeblink, both creatures spun and leaped back into the weeds. It happened so fast, I barely caught it; one moment the creatures were there, the next, they had simply blinked from existence. A whisper of a breeze hissed through the stalks as the pale bodies flashed out of sight, and then everything fell eerily silent.

A tremor went through the ground, and several rocks came loose from a cliff face, plinking down the stone walls. A new sound began filtering through the canyons, faint clicking and scraping, like thousands of knives tapping against the stones.

“We need to move.” Kysa’s voice, low and tense, broke through the stillness. At her back, Rhyne and Ratuk were huffing and shaking their heads. “Quickly.”

“Sparrow.” Raithe knelt beside me. His gaze flickered to my arm, alarm crossing his face. I didn’t want to look down, fearing it would hurt even more if I did. “Can you walk? We’ll have to bind that later, but right now we need to go.”

My stomach turned over. Grabbing Raithe’s arm, I pulled myself upright, clenching my jaw around a gasp of pain.

“Call Ratuk,” the iylvahn said, holding me on my feet as a wave of dizziness made my head swim. “The rules will have to be broken this once. We’re flying out of here.”

“Ratuk,” I panted, and the rock beetle lumbered toward me. I scrabbled gracelessly onto his back, gritting my teeth as my arm screamed in agony with the motion. Raithe settled behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist, as Kysa leaped into Rhyne’s saddle and pulled Halek up behind her. The clicking, scraping sound was almost upon us now, making my skin crawl and sending chills up my spine. With all the echoes, it was hard to tell where the noise was coming from, but it sounded like it was on the other side of the canyon wall.

“Get us out of here, Sparrow,” Raithe whispered behind me, and the genuine fear in his voice chilled my blood.

“Up, Ratuk!” I called, and the beetle’s wings opened. With a buzz, we rose into the air and climbed toward the open sky.

As we reached the top of the canyon wall, an enormous, monstrous skull appeared from the other side and followed us into the air. I jerked, causing Ratuk to veer sideways sharply, as something huge and horrific rose like a snake alongside us.

My mouth went dry with terror. The skull peered down at us, hollow eye sockets tracking our movements as we hovered in front of it. Its bottom jaw gaped, pinchers extending like the mandibles of some ungodly insect. Hundreds of legs scraped over the stones, attached to the long, segmented body of a massive centipede. It towered over us, a blasphemous abomination, its front six legs gleaming in the sun like scythes. Raithe went rigid behind me.

“Ratuk!” I gasped. “Down!”

One of those front legs streaked out like an arrow. I felt the wind from its passing above my head just as something struck the rock beetle with the force of a hammer. For the first time, I heard the rock beetle’s high-pitched shriek of pain. We plummeted toward the earth, and I clung helplessly to the saddle horn and braced for what was sure to be lethal impact. But then, at the last moment, Ratuk’s wings buzzed to life, slowing our straight downward plunge. He
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