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Prologue

Etarro’s fingers scraped along the wall, loose stones crumbling away and rough spots tugging at the pads of his fingertips as he ran. The path he followed made a circle around the inside of the mountain, and he was running fast enough that the circling was starting to get to him, making his head spin worse than it already was, making it harder and harder not to throw up. If it hadn’t been for the screaming, he would have stopped to catch his breath, to settle his head and his stomach. But there was the screaming, and his feet couldn’t stop moving.

He ran from one pool of dull light to the next. The low-crackling torches with their blue flames were the only thing keeping the inside of Mount Raturo from being tar-black. The spaces between the torches were tar-black, so dark his hand against the wall was the only thing keeping him from stepping over the edge of the path and turning into a splatter on the floor of the mountain. He stopped breathing each time the wall ended in one of the hallways that branched off the central spiral, and he didn’t start breathing until his fingers barked against the other side of the tunnel mouth.

There was no night or day here, but he tried to separate up the days nonetheless. The mountain had its own rhythm. It was dark, of course, but dark didn’t always mean night, not inside Raturo. That was the thing with the preachers; they were nocturnal, or they liked to be, when they were out in the world. But they always slipped back into normal sleep patterns inside the mountain, resting when the sun was down. If they were sleeping now, that meant it really was night. It wouldn’t be for much longer, though; the sun would poke up its fingers soon and wash away the night. He could imagine it, even over the distracting screaming: the sun touching the very top of the mountain first, so bright and warm it almost felt like he could reach up and wrap his arms about it. Avorra always scolded him when he went outside, cuffed him and told him he should know better—what if someone saw him? He almost turned around then—his twin was still sleeping; she wouldn’t wake for a few hours, so no one would know if he watched the dawn.

But the screaming. He had to help, and so he kept going, down and down the finger-scraping spiral. He was almost glad no one else could hear the screaming, that it was only inside his own head. Almost. Because if anyone came walking up or down the spiral to investigate, he probably wouldn’t have seen them. It wasn’t any kind of comforting to think that if he ran into someone, at least he wouldn’t be a lonely splatter on the mountain floor.

He’d forgotten his cloak, in the panicked waking and flight, and the cold tugged at him. It wound up along the path, riding along the insides of the mountain and nipping at his skin like a thousand tiny mouths. Avorra never minded the cold. The preachers were always so proud of that. They’d watch her dancing around the Icefall and they’d grin, and then they’d look at Etarro, bundled miserably in furs and cloaks and blankets, and their smiles would flip. “Come, brother!” Avorra would call, sounding to all the world like an innocent girl at play. They couldn’t hear the deeper tone, the warning in her voice, the threat. She’d told him once that she didn’t like the cold any more than he did, but they had their parts to play.

Avorra was still sleeping now, but soon she’d wake up and see that Etarro was gone. He wouldn’t know what to tell her when she asked. She never listened when he talked about the thumping, and she laughed if he brought up the voice. She would never believe the screaming—she didn’t believe anything she couldn’t see or touch. “You’re getting too wrapped up in your part, brother,” she would say. He said the words aloud, between raspy breaths, between the slaps of his feet against the ground, to try to convince himself of it.

The end of the spiral came on all sudden, his feet still trying to go down even though the floor was suddenly flat. He stubbed his toes against the ground and fell, palms and knees scraping against stone. The floor had been worn smooth by thousands of feet, but it was still rock, and it bit harder than the cold. The screaming got louder, like it was crying out in pain with him. It quieted back down when Etarro picked himself up, but it didn’t fade away.

He had to pass by the arch with its big carved figures, but he kept his eyes on the floor. He could remember the first time he’d really understood what he saw. Avorra had touched the face of Sororra, the goddess who fell from the heavens without looking back. Her brother, Fratarro, did look back, and he cried and begged for mercy and reached for his Parents, and because he was looking up and not down, he didn’t see the ground coming, didn’t have time to hold himself together. The preachers never showed Etarro any pictures of how Fratarro would look, with his arms and legs torn off, and they never promised Etarro they knew where to find the missing limbs—they just gave vague answers when he asked, said they were sure all would be made whole again. They didn’t seem to want him thinking about that part.

The way deeper was almost hidden, a small hole in the wall where the blue torchlight didn’t quite reach. Etarro closed his eyes as he stepped through the opening, though there was no point to it. It would have been just as dark if he kept his eyes open. There was a difference to it, though. It was easier to walk in a darkness that was of his own making.

He knew when to open his eyes, knew where the first flickering ghostlight would be. Dirrakara had said that they must have been something of Fratarro’s creation, the purest light. The preachers had been trying for years to use the little moving lights to replace the blue torches, but they hadn’t had any luck. Out of the Cavern of the Falls, the ghostlights guttered and died.

Inside the big cavern, the screaming started to quiet. It didn’t go away, but it faded enough to make him feel less panicked, to let Etarro think about something other than the pain that wasn’t even his. He could breathe, could feel his heart slowing down. He reached up to touch one of the ghostlights, feeling the soft warmth against his palm. Not enough to make him stop shivering, or to keep his breath from frosting in the air, but enough to make him smile, even though the screaming still rattled around between his ears.

He liked to imagine Fratarro as the creator the preachers said he’d been, pulling Raturo from the earth so he could sit at its peak and shape an untouched corner of the world that could be his alone. He liked to think of Fratarro standing here, in the center of a big empty cavern, and wondering how he could make it beautiful. Even though it froze the tips of his fingers, sometimes Etarro liked to break off spines from the Icefall and shape them into castles or creatures, breathing on the broken-off ends until they melted enough to stick together. “I am Fratarro,” he would say then, trying to make himself believe it. He wondered if Fratarro could be put together so easily, breathing on his arms and legs until they stuck back on his body.

He walked out to the Icefall, not to shape anything but because the voice was always loudest there. He’d told Avorra that, once; she’d made him repeat it when more of the Ventallo were around. “You can’t forget the audience,” she’d reminded him.

This was a calm place, a powerful place. Even though they were still so far away, Etarro always felt like they were closer here, in the Cavern of the Falls. There was a small space, almost too small for him now, between the Icefall and the stony ledge it tumbled motionlessly from. He wedged himself into the space, shivering, and let out his breath in a slow fog. “I’m here, brother,” he said aloud, though he said it to the screaming in his head. The screaming didn’t stop, but little by little, across the immeasurable distance between them, Etarro felt the terror slowly begin to fade, leaving behind only the pain that was too great to be held back yet. Etarro sat there, cold burning through his nose and lungs, and offered what comfort he could.

Help me, the familiar voice finally came, smaller and weaker than usual, soft behind the screaming and the sobbing. Please. It has been too long. This is too much. Please. Find me.

“We found your foot,” he offered, though it wasn’t enough. One of the Ventallo, Tenso Ocdeiro, had shown him and Avorra five glowstones that he said showed the path to glory. The broken-minded mage, Anddyr, had made the stones so the Ventallo would know when their emissaries were successful. The five stones were laid out like a crooked compass on top of the giant stone bier, and Ocdeiro had lifted Etarro up so he could press a finger to each one. Four of them were just like normal stones, cold and lifeless, but the one that was slightly north of center had a soft light to it. When Etarro had touched that one, he’d seen the gnarled roots of an enormous tree, holding something huge and black. He hadn’t been able to see it as a foot, but Ocdeiro had been sure of it. He said Ebarran Septeiro would be back with it any day, and then they’d know for sure. He said the other stones would start glowing soon, too, that soon they’d have all the pieces of Fratarro. Soon they’d be able to put the poor lost god back together.

Find me, Fratarro said weakly, the same plea it always was.

Avorra had laughed at Etarro the first time, but she’d gotten scared the more he’d talked about the voice that begged to be found. She’d told him to ignore it, to never talk about it again. He hadn’t, he’d been good, but it had happened once when Anddyr had come slinking into their rooms. The mage had sat quietly in the corner and watched them play with eyes that were almost hungry, but he wouldn’t join them. When Etarro had heard the voice, he’d seen it roll through Anddyr as well. “You hear him, too,” he’d said, and the mage’s eyes had been even bigger than usual. Avorra had yelled at him for that, and then she’d started crying, sure they’d be in the sort of trouble that preachers sometimes disappeared for. Anddyr’s hands had been shaking, but he’d touched the top of her head, gently, comforting, his skin pale against the darkness of Avorra’s hair.

There was a crack, the sound of ice breaking. Etarro’s head snapped up, and there, among the ghostlights near the entrance to the cavern, he could see them. A line of preachers was filing into the cavern, fifteen of them in their black robes, and the ghostlights picked out the red points sewn over their hearts.

Etarro thought of squeezing out from his hiding place, standing and greeting the Ventallo so they would know he was there, so they would let him go somewhere else quiet to share Fratarro’s pain. Then he thought of Avorra, and how she knew every secret passage and hiding place in the mountain, and how she always said with a toothy smile, “Anything worth hiding is worth knowing.” She didn’t always share the things she learned. It was the having of secrets that mattered to her; the using and the doing could be saved for later. She gathered secrets around her like a shroud, or a shield. She might listen to him for once, if he had a secret to offer her. So quietly he wedged himself deeper into the crevice, and he watched through the holes and the thin places of the Icefall.

They had stopped at the edge of the frozen lake, all the Ventallo except the ones who’d gone out searching. Valrik Uniro stood before them, as always, with Illo Duero and Ildra Trera on either side. Some of the Ventallo gazed up at him with red sockets that were an empty mirror of Uniro’s own missing eyes. Many of the preachers had been desperate to follow his example in blinding themselves, though it was hard to tell whether it was because of renewed faith or the fearful following that took over in times of change. “They’ve all got their own parts to play,” Avorra had murmured. She’d told him how she’d heard Duero and Uniro talking, how Duero had begged to keep his eyes because he was the historian, the recorder of times. She’d lowered her voice in a poor imitation of Uniro and rumbled, “In the darkness, we have no need of the past. In the darkness, there is only the now, and to write of it is to waste it.” Duero still had his eyes, though, so he must have won the argument. Trera, too, still had every part of her hard, unhappy face.

“I have had a dream this night,” Uniro said, his voice made louder in the big space. “Many of you know, my dreams have become sharper since I embraced the darkness.” There was some murmuring of agreement among the ones who’d also blinded themselves. “It was a dream that unsettled me deeply, my brothers and sisters, for it was a dream that rang with truth even as it showed me hard choices. We stand now at the center of a crossroads, and the path forks in many directions. Which to choose? Which is right, and which is best, and which hurts the least?

“In my dream, I took each path in turn. I have seen all the endings, my brothers and sisters, and I have spent long hours thinking on what I saw at the end of each path. If it has been given to me to choose the path of the Fallen, then I must make sure I choose wisely.” Uniro bowed his old head, and was silent for a long while. The silence sent a chill tiptoeing up Etarro’s spine. Etarro had true-dreams, had them almost as often as he slept, and Uniro’s words had had the sound of truth.

Etarro wrapped his arms tightly around himself as he shivered in his cocoon of ice. He wished he’d left when he’d had the chance. Avorra would have thrilled to be where he was, giddy with spying on the Ventallo, but Etarro only wanted to be far away from this place.

Trera’s voice was gruff as she asked, “What is it to be, brother? What path will you choose for the Fallen?”

Uniro took a heavy breath, and lifted his face to her. “Tell me, dear sister. What is it we always say the Twins will do? What is their goal?”

“To pull down the Mother’s Sun,” she said, slightly uncertain, as though such an easy question must be a trap. “In the darkness, all are made equal.”

“Precisely. And yet . . .” Uniro spread his arms wide, like he meant to embrace the Ventallo standing before him. “What are we? We are leaders. First and second and twelfth and twentieth among the Ventallo, and the Ventallo are first among the Fallen. We are rulers, when the Twins would have no rulers in the Long Night.

“If we find the Twins, if we go to them as the Ventallo, we shall surely be among the first to be struck down. I cannot bear this thought. There must be change, and it must begin with us.” Uniro’s empty eyes looked out over the Ventallo gathered before him, and his voice was like a deep drum. “I, Valrik Uniro, eighty-seventh leader of the Fallen, do hereby disband the Ventallo.”

There were shouts and cries from some, Trera and Duero the loudest . . . but some of the Ventallo stayed silent and still, their faces smooth as ice, as if they weren’t surprised at all.

They fell silent when Uniro lifted his hands again. “I feel your concern, brothers and sisters. Change can be a frightful thing, and I can feel the anger glowing in some of you. Trust me when I say you do not wish to face the Twins as Ventallo. Trust me, for I shall lead the way along this path.”

“Lead?” Trera snapped. “Who are you, to stand above the rules you would yoke us with?”

Valrik seemed to study her with his empty sockets. “Who am I?” he repeated. “I shed the name Uniro, for I am first among none. I am only a man. Yet . . . a flock has a shepherd, an army a general. Though the night sky is full of stars, still there is the moon. I am no longer Uniro, but I have seen the dark that sits at the end of some paths and the light that covers others, and I shall be the moon to show the way through the night. I shall lead, for someone must, and I shall face the judgment of the Twins when I stand before them. I will spare you all that much, at least.” His old face, grizzled with long beard and longer hair, looked so sad in the glow of the dancing ghostlights. “It is time, brothers and sisters, for the first judgment.”

From his hiding place, Etarro didn’t see the men until they were almost behind the Ventallo. He recognized them, five of the big swordsmen Valrik had been collecting as bodyguards. Blades for the darkness, he called them. Etarro saw them before the Ventallo, who didn’t even have time to turn and scream before the swords went through them. Five fell instantly, and then three more. Etarro had to bite his tongue to keep from crying out, and pressed both hands over his mouth. Only four of the Ventallo were left standing before Valrik and Duero and Trera. Only four, three blind and one sighted, among the bodies and the blood that began to spread slowly over the cold ground. They stood with their backs straight, faces tight but fearless. Etarro had seen that look before, on new preachers fresh off the mountain—they’d already faced their death half a dozen times, and weren’t afraid of it anymore.

Etarro wished he could be that fearless, but he was shaking, and there were tears warm in the corners of his eyes.

The blades looked to Valrik, who gave a small nod, as though he could see their gazes. Two of the blades stepped forward, to his sides, and gave two more bodies to the pile. Trera had time to scream and name them all traitors before her voice was cut off. Duero died as quietly as a page being torn free from a book, the sickly, surprised look never leaving his face.

Etarro wrapped his arms around his head, and shook silently. He couldn’t bear to see any more, but from where he hid, there was nowhere else to look. Still, he couldn’t hide his ears.

Valrik sounded almost sad as he spoke again to the fallen Ventallo. “I have judged you more kindly than the Twins would have. Even had you stood before them not as leaders but as common men and women, they would have found you wanting. May they find you more worthy in your next life than you have been in this one.” He blinked and looked up from the scattered bodies, and it was like he forgot about them, easy as breathing. When he talked to the four who were left living, his voice came harder. “You have your own paths to choose. In my dream, I saw each of you walking at my side down this path . . . but you were shadows, wisps of cloud, indistinct and impermanent. I hope that you would choose to solidify your places at my side, that you will prove your faith time and again. I hope that you will not prove my judgment in you wrong, for when the Long Night comes, there will be no mercy for liars and blasphemers.” Then he clapped his palms together three times, the sound loud enough to shiver the icicles hanging from the ceiling, to make the Icefall vibrate around Etarro’s curled form.

Etarro wanted to keep his face hidden, to pretend he was somewhere else . . . but he thought of Avorra. If she were here, she’d have her eyes pressed against the Icefall, lips stretched back in a dog’s grin. “All secrets are worth knowing,” she’d say. “A secret pays better than gold.” Etarro lifted his head again and pressed his forehead against the cold of the ice. Great big shivers rolled through him but he didn’t look away.

A dozen preachers and half as many shaking blue-robed mages came down the tunnel at a slow pace. They went to stand next to the four survivors, in the spreading blood. No one looked down, but they were very careful not to step on the bodies, even the ones who’d blinded themselves and couldn’t possibly see the sprawling limbs.

“Welcome, brothers and sisters,” Valrik said softly when they stood before him. “You have been chosen, but know this: you are not Ventallo. You are not leaders among the Fallen. In the darkness, there are no kings and queens. You are guides, only. Stars in the darkness, to give our brothers and sisters enough light that they do not stumble, or fall. If you came here seeking greatness or power, leave now. You will not find them here.” No one moved. Only the blood, creeping out slowly onto the frozen lake, stretching out toward Etarro where he hid. Valrik nodded his head. “Know this, too: I am Valrik, and I am not Uniro, but I will lead the Fallen to our destiny, and I will face the Twins’ punishment for placing myself above you. I will bear this burden, so that no others have to. If you cannot abide this, speak now.”

There was silence again, broken only by the creaking leather armor of the blades, who stood with their arms crossed at the waist, ready, waiting. No one spoke against Valrik.

“Good. Then, my brothers and sisters, there is something we must begin here, word you must spread among the flock. We have found powerful allies in our friends, the mages. But Delcerro Uniro—may his spirit rest at ease among the stars—was not wise in their deployment. The mages are spread out among us, and we keep them as servants, as assistants. They can be so much more. We must correct the mistake of my predecessor. United under one hand, our mages will be a powerful force indeed. Neira.”

A woman stepped forward from the group, the hem of her robe heavy with blood. She’d been one of the ones to stand still and silent as her brothers and sisters died around her, her empty eyes fixed on Valrik. She stepped to his side now, her feet sure and her steps steady, and she lifted a small jar before her. It was the same as so many other jars in Raturo, full of the black paste called skura that made the mages . . . helpful. Neira held the jar like it was something holy as she said, “Our sister Dirrakara was the one to create skura, but she did not unlock all its uses. She gave us the key to binding a mage to one preacher, but . . . I’m sure you remember Gerthis.”

Etarro shuddered. Gerthis had been a mage serving Serteno, one of the oldest preachers in the mountain, and old Serteno had died in his sleep. Gerthis had gone slowly mad—or more mad than all the mages were—and his screaming had echoed through Raturo for days until he’d finally died in his sleep, too. At least, that was what everyone said had happened to him.

Neira smiled faintly. “We won’t have that problem again. I’ve found that skura is quite versatile. We can change its binding powers.” She lifted her other hand with a flourish, and Etarro could hardly see what she held between her thumb and forefinger—something small like a bead, and deep-ice blue. She dropped it into the skura, and then pulled out a small knife. Valrik held his hand out to her and she pricked his thumb, letting a few drops of his blood fall into the skura jar. She stirred it all together, and then she called the mages forward to spread some of the black paste on each of their tongues.

There were a few heartbeats where nothing happened . . . and then, one by one, the mages collapsed, screaming and screeching, hurt-animal sounds that made Etarro’s teeth ache. He screwed shut his eyes and clapped his hands over his ears and tried not to add his own screaming to theirs.

It felt like it went on for hours, shaking the Icefall so that he was sure it would crumble around him, fall to pieces so that they’d all see him curled there, cowardly and snooping, and the blades would come forward with their star-bright swords and his body would join the others on the cavern floor, his blood creeping along the ice . . .

The screams stopped suddenly, though the echoes were slow to fade. Etarro peeked one eye open and saw that the mages were sitting up slowly, holding or shaking their heads, groaning and muttering. He couldn’t see any kind of wound that would make them scream like that, and they seemed to be fine now—or as fine as the mages ever were.

“Rise,” Valrik said, and the mages got to their feet as quickly as they could. Valrik went on. “You see that they’re still obedient, still helpful. They’ll still aid any who ask it from them. But . . . Neira?”

The woman stepped forward to stand right in front of one of the mages, tapped his forehead to get his attention. She pointed to one of the black-armored blades and, holding the mage’s gaze with the empty pits of her own eyes, said slowly and clearly, “Kill him.”

Etarro could see the panic touching the blade’s face as the mage began to twist his fingers in the shapes of sigils, murmuring the spell under his breath. The spell built and built, and Etarro could feel the pressure of it behind his eyes. The blade drew his sword, and then couldn’t think what to do with it, he just stood facing the mage and the glow of the killing spell building between the mage’s dancing fingers. The mage made the final flourish and was halfway through throwing it at the blade when Valrik said softly, “Stop.”

The mage scrambled to pull the spell back, curling into himself, frantic fingers weaving wildly. The spell shattered, knocking the mage to the ground with its force, and Etarro nearly choked as the sudden change in pressure made his nose begin to bleed.

“Kill him,” Neira said again to the mage, who was sprawled and gasping, but he didn’t move, didn’t raise a finger to obey her, and she smiled.

“Through this process,” Valrik said proudly, “they will heed my word above all others.”

No one argued aloud against one man having such power, and the silence almost—almost—spoke clearly enough for them. But Etarro knew better than anyone that a silence was easy to ignore.

“We must bring everyone home now, all our wandering brothers and sisters,” Valrik said. “We will need our full might for what is to come. Each of us has our part to play, and we must be ready. So go. Send messengers, send the faithful to find our brothers and sisters who have spread the word of the Twins far across the land. Bring them home. We must stand together, tight as family, tight as blood, for we walk a new path. Hear me when I say we step toward power, and greatness, and eternal acclaim. These are our first steps on the road to a glorious present.”

They cheered him, the Ventallo who remained and those Valrik had named shepherds for the Fallen. If they were unhappy about the mages, the unhappiness faded away quickly. They praised his name, and he bade them to go forth and spread the word that all should prepare, that their time was nigh, that the faithful would be rewarded beyond their dreams and the judgment of the Twins would not be a gentle thing for the faithless.

And then they left, preachers and mages and blades walking unerringly on the icy and stone-scattered ground. The blades took a body over each of their shoulders, and then the Cavern of the Falls was empty of all but Etarro and the freezing blood.

He didn’t know when the screaming in his head had stopped—sometime after the Ventallo had come, he’d been so focused on them. There was a final sob from distant Fratarro, a lament for the piece of him that had been destroyed and would never be restored, and then he piled it all behind a wall again, to keep the fear and the pain trapped. No one, not even a god, could feel so much pain and survive it. Fratarro had learned to keep his locked away. Etarro wanted to offer some last comfort, but his throat was tight and, now that he didn’t have to hold them together to keep quiet, his teeth were chattering so bad he didn’t think he could speak anyway. In small movements, he gingerly unwedged himself from behind the Icefall. The blood had stilled, frozen with its fingers stretching halfway across the lake. He wondered if Valrik would send someone to clean up the blood, of if he’d have it left there as a reminder, or if it was even something he’d thought about behind his sightless eyes.

He had to climb over rocks to avoid the blood, but there was no getting around the red boot prints. There was only the one way out of the cavern. He closed his eyes as he always did, and wrapped his arms around his shaking body, and tried not to think much as he left the cavern. When his mind couldn’t stay still, he repeated over and over to himself, A part to play. A part to play.

“You have to be the people they expect you to be,” Anddyr had whispered to him and Avorra, in one of the times when his pupils weren’t so big that you couldn’t see any color around them. “Think of it like a game. Do the things they’d want you to do, always. Even when it’s just the two of you. Play the part so well that you forget it’s a part. Be what they need you to be. It’s the only way.” And then he’d twisted up, hands grabbing at his stomach, his legs crumpling. Avorra had held his head in her lap, to keep his shaking from making his head thump against the floor, and she’d cried for him. “You have to be what they need,” Anddyr had hissed, his fingers like claws around Etarro’s arm. “If they don’t need you, they’ll kill you.” Etarro had run off to find Cappo Joros, and when they’d got back Avorra was across the room, far away from where Anddyr lay shaking, and Etarro hadn’t known the look in his sister’s dry eyes.

Avorra had looked at him differently, after that. Her face had gone hard. He couldn’t remember if they’d ever really been young, either of them, but if she ever had been, Avorra wasn’t after that. “You’ll have to tell them,” she’d said the first time he’d heard Fratarro after what Anddyr had said. She could always tell when it happened. “It’s one of the things they’ll want to hear. But . . . you have to act like it’s real. You can’t tell them you’re just pretending.” There had been a question in her face, and a hope, and a need he wasn’t used to seeing. She’d wanted to believe so bad. So he’d nodded and told her he’d keep pretending, just like he had been all along, but he’d pretend even better now. She’d smiled like a starving person finding food and hugged him hard, and never believed anything except the lie.

There was a part to play. Avorra loved her secrets, but Etarro held on to his, too, when he could. He didn’t tell them when he heard the voice, not always, not if Avorra hadn’t seen his eyes go distant. It was his small way of holding on to himself, so that he never forgot it was just a part he was playing. He thought Avorra had probably forgotten, lost inside the Avorra that had been shaped by the mountain and the Ventallo and the desperate words of a crazed man. He didn’t think she would have cared, if she’d seen what Valrik had done today. He could almost hear her laugh and say, “They should have played along better.”

Light finally touched his eyelids. He looked at his feet first, and there, among the big red boot prints stretching behind him like a tail, was a set of smaller, fainter prints.

As he passed by the huge arch this time, he stopped. The carving of Sororra’s face was on a level with his, her mouth set, watching the ground below prepare to swallow her up with her hard eyes. Avorra used to stand here, when everyone else was sleeping, holding a torch in one hand and a piece of polished bronze in the other, her gaze flicking between Sororra’s face and the mirror. It had sent chills through Etarro, the first time she’d gotten it exactly right. It didn’t scare him anymore, it was just the way her face was now. It was the part she’d become.

He had to step back to see Fratarro’s face, so high above. Mouth open and begging for mercy, face twisted with grief. Fratarro had just watched Patharro destroy his greatest creation, the beautiful lands to the south and the mravigi he’d shaped to live there. There were tears carved onto his cheeks. Etarro couldn’t remember if he’d ever cried. He supposed all children cried, but he’d never been young, never been allowed to be a child.

There was a part to play, and if Etarro placed any value on his life, he would have to start playing it better. Red boot prints followed behind him as he went to find Valrik. He would stare into the places where his eyes weren’t, and tell him of the screaming and the hand and how things could still be made whole.





PART ONE

               It’s a lucky man who knows his place in the world.
We’re not all given such good fortune.

—Parro Kerrus




CHAPTER ONE


Sometimes it felt like not moving at all, like lifting your foot up and setting it down in the exact same place, over and over again and not even knowing it. There was no telling one gray swirling spot from another. Even the sounds here were faded, the snow swallowing up the hoof steps, the wind snatching at any voice. The only thing that made Rora believe they were moving were the drips of blood that trailed after ’em, sometimes tiny flecks of it and other times big splotches that grabbed at her heart and made her kick her horse faster, leaving the blood behind in the snow.

Joros, the closest thing their little band had to a leader, he’d tried half a dozen times to call a halt, to stop and sleep and eat. Rora’d just stared him down, and she guessed the other set of staring eyes—the giant white cloak she wore had a snowbear’s head for a hood, and its black eyes glared above hers—well, they cowed him a little, too. It was mostly the merra, Vatri, who talked him down, though. Those two were stuck together tighter’n flies on a corpse, ever since they’d found and burned the god’s hand.

At least Aro was helping much as he could, keeping his horse right at her side. Her brother was good for loyalty, that much was true. The mumbling witch, Anddyr, was sitting double behind Aro. The witch’d been pretty silent ever since the burning—still talked to himself, of course, and he’d point the direction whenever Aro asked him for it, his shaking finger jabbing into the featureless gray. Crazy as he was, Rora hoped he really knew where they were going. He’d got them to the hand in the first place, so that was a mark in his favor, but only having one choice was always harder to swallow.

She twisted around toward the horse trudging along just behind her. All the blood had spooked it at first, but now it just kept on going, one hoof in front of the other. It looked about as tired as Rora felt, ready to tip right over if it leaned too far one way. There wasn’t any blood anymore to spook it, and she hoped that was more a good thing than a bad thing.

Back at the camp, near everyone’d been useless, all of them half-panicked after Scal’d collapsed and they’d seen the blood hidden by his layers of furs. The witch’d said he was tapped dry, no magic left in him until he rested, and Joros’d just glared like he wasn’t used to having to mind when people under his command got hurt. The merra’d fallen on Scal’s chest and wailed like a widow, most useless thing she could’ve possibly done, so it’d been up to Rora to put as much pressure as she could around the big gaping wound and tie him up tight. There wasn’t anything better she could do there, so their best hope was getting out of the fecking North.

Aro’d surprised her by pulling a few coils of rope out of his travelsack, and even though her blood’d been pounding in her ears, Rora’d paused to lift her eyebrows at him. “Garim always said to keep some rope around,” he’d said as he unwound it. There wasn’t much room in her for anything but the fear right then, but maybe later, once they were safe and she knew if Scal was dead or not, maybe she could think on how her brother might be just as grown as she was.

The witch had taken the rope and not met any of their eyes when he said he knew how to tie a man to a horse. He’d done a good enough job of it, because even though Scal’d slumped farther and farther down, near curled in half now, he hadn’t tipped to either side. Dried blood stretched down his side, winding down his leg and the rope wrapped around it. He’d been bleeding for so long . . . It had to be that the wound had finally just sealed itself up, stopped bleeding on its own—had to be that, because the only other thing that made sense was that he was out of blood to bleed . . .

She hadn’t dared to stop, to peel back the layers of clothes and makeshift bandages—stopping would mean time, and that was one thing they didn’t have. And if she checked, then she’d know for sure if he was dead or not.

She tried to tell herself he wasn’t, but truth was, she’d seen lesser wounds kill people. Scal had a big gash in his side, curving around his ribs and down to his stomach so you could see bone and other pieces that weren’t ever supposed to see daylight. She could remember being surprised, after Scal’d fought half the North, that he hadn’t been hurt at all. Turned out he was just real good at hiding his hurts, because she hadn’t had time to even try to count the other scratches and pokes all over his body before they’d packed up that bad wound and gotten moving. And since then, it’d just been moving, trying to find their way to anywhere before . . . well, before.

Sometimes, when the wind died real sudden like the last breath leaving a person’s lungs, Rora could hear the merra praying soft but steady, words about warmth and the heart’s fire that sounded small surrounded by so much snow. Rora’d never had much cause to thank the Parents, but she’d never cursed ’em much either. Maybe she should’ve done more of one or the other.

With the sky and the ground the same color, Rora didn’t notice anything different at first. It wasn’t until Aro called, “Rora?” that she noticed the bit of yellow licking at the clouds, a fire not quite ready to die, but having a hard time finding anything more to eat.

They stopped for the first time in what seemed like forever. It felt wrong, with Scal behind her maybe-dead. It made her twitchy. Squinting through the snow and the smoke, Rora could pick out a wooden wall, part of it burned, part of it still burning, most of it still standing as far as she could tell. “You think it’s a town?” she asked. “Did we make it through the North?”

“The camp,” the witch said quietly, his face pressed up against Aro’s back, eyes squeezed shut. “It’s burning again.”

She could remember passing by the convict camp on their way farther north; part of it’d been burning then, too, a different chunk of the wooden wall. Scal hadn’t wanted to go anywhere near it. Aro’d said he felt guilty, leaving the place to burn, not knowing if there was anyone hurt. Joros’d scoffed at him and said even if they were all dead, they were convicts anyway, and Aro’d bristled at that. Most of the Scum back in Mercetta, most everyone they’d known in the capital, would be judged convicts if they were ever unlucky enough to get caught. Scal had called the place Aardanel and moved away from it like he could feel the flames, even far away as they’d been.

On the way into the North, Aardanel’d been a handful of days after the last village. That meant they were more days away from any help for Scal. Rora couldn’t decide if that made her want to throw up, or cry.

“How is it still burning?” Aro asked. It was a thing he was good at—asking stupid questions when he was too scared to let there be silence.

“It’s not,” Rora said. “It’s burning again.” The witch’d said those same damn words a moment before, but Aro couldn’t let a silence stand, couldn’t let smarter people take any time to think . . . But it made something rise up in Rora’s throat—not puke, lucky enough, but something that tasted real close to hoping. “Better question is why would you burn a place twice, if you’d already killed everyone and got everything you wanted?”

“Because Northmen are brutal bastards.” Aro glanced guiltily back at Scal, but he didn’t apologize. It was true enough, and Scal sure as hells wasn’t going to argue.

“Or because everyone’s not dead,” Rora said, excitement rising up along with the hope. “You keep attacking a place because you need to kill everyone before you can get to what’s inside.” Her fingers ached with how hard she was squeezing them around the reins. “Aro, there might be people there still. There might be help.”

Aro stared with her at the burning chunk of wall, both of ’em trying to see through the fire and the smoke. “Or there might be Northmen,” he said softly.

“There might. But before you wanted to go check and make sure everyone was okay, yeah? Better later’n not ever.” Rora glanced over her shoulder; beyond Scal’s slumped form, she could just make out Joros and the merra, far enough back that maybe they would’ve heard if she shouted, but probably not. Even though Joros was the head of their group, she didn’t see much point in wasting time waiting for him to catch up so he could make the choice she already knew he’d make. On the way into the North, he’d wanted to stop at the camp just as bad as Aro. “Let’s go see if there’s anyone alive,” she said. It took some persuading to get her horse to pick its feet up again, but it started dutifully forward and Rora’s numb fingers pulled at Scal’s horse, towing it behind.

By the time they got close, Joros and the merra had caught up, drawn by the flames. Rora could see people scurrying around the fiery wall, throwing buckets of snow. Already, the fire was beginning to die down. Even though they were still a ways off, Rora heard the clanking of chains.

They reacted fast enough, especially considering how much of a distraction the fire was. Rora and the others hadn’t gotten much closer before a group split off and formed a line, and then there were some scattered thunks, and suddenly the ground in front of Rora had a handful of crossbow bolts in it. That made her pull up sharply, because even if those hadn’t been great shots, she knew the second round’d be better.

Joros stood up in his stirrups and cupped both hands near his mouth to bellow, “Hold!”

No more bolts got fired, and after a moment, a voice came over the snows: “Your business?”

“We’ve a wounded man,” Joros called back. “We seek shelter.”

They took their time about it, huddled together and talking, and all the while Rora couldn’t help glancing at Scal, at how still he was. If he was breathing, they were small breaths, so small they hardly moved him. The merra rode up next to him, placed her hand on his bowed head, and prayed for him again. Rora caught her lips moving along with the words and stopped them, clenching her jaw and praying instead that the people from the camp would fecking hurry up.

Finally they started walking forward, keeping their crossbows leveled. There were seven of ’em, which meant enough bolts for them to feel safe. They were walking so slow it made Rora want to scream, until they finally stopped and one of them called, “Where’s your wounded?” Rora tugged at the reins she held, and Scal’s horse plodded forward a few steps to stand even with her. Even far away as they were, she heard the low, angry hiss that rippled through the seven of them. “Northman,” one finally spat.

She should’ve expected it. She’d been so wrapped up just in finding anywhere that she hadn’t thought about how most Fiaterans would go out of their way to not help a Northman. The hate probably ran even deeper in the men trapped up in the North. Hells, Aro was right; it was probably Northmen who’d started their camp afire.

The crossbows were still aimed; Rora, because she was at the front with Joros, could see the one pointed right at her chest. “You’ll be leaving now,” one of the men said levelly.

With slow movements, to keep from spooking any of the men, Joros reached inside his cloak and brought out a drawstring bag. He tossed it so it landed between him and the bowman, hitting the ground with the heavy clink of coins. The man always seemed to have coinpurses ferreted away; Rora pushed that into her brain for the future, but there were other things to worry about now. “Shelter for one night,” Joros said, his voice steady and certain, like he knew you couldn’t argue with what he was saying. “We’ll tend to the Northman—he’s in no condition to cause any trouble.”

“Sure won’t be after he’s dead.”

Rora saw anger flash on Joros’s face, and she grimly kicked her feet out of the stirrups. He was about to do something stupid, which meant she was about to have to avoid a crossbow bolt. She flexed her fingers, trying to work some blood back into them so maybe she could throw one of her daggers if she had to.

“Do you have a priest here?” The merra pushed her way to the front of their group, her head held high. A fire had made a wreck of her face, but if they could look beyond the scars to notice her yellow robes, they’d know her for a priestess.

It took a while for any of them to find their voice back, to give a tentative, “Aye. We’ve a parro.”

“You will take us to him,” Vatri said, and there wasn’t any room for arguing in her voice. You’d have to be dumb to argue to a priest’s face in the first place, and this one’s face especially. They put on a show of resistance, shuffling their feet, suddenly none of ’em wanting to be in charge, but they eventually turned and marched back to their camp, and Rora and the others followed with the merra in the lead. Anddyr scrambled off Aro’s horse to retrieve the coinpurse for Joros, and then the witch-man trudged along next to them, slogging through the snow.

The fire was under control by the time they reached Aardanel, only a few small spots of flame that were almost ready to die even without the buckets of snow being thrown at them. One of the crossbowmen broke away, probably to report the situation to the others, and probably to ready everyone inside for the arrival of a Northman, too. Keeping her movements small, Rora slipped one of her daggers out of its slim sheath at her hip and snuck it up her sleeve, fingers rubbing at the broken blue stone in the hilt for comfort. The edges of the pommel stone were sharp, but it was a hard habit to break. She didn’t like her odds of taking on a whole convict camp with only a few knives, but she’d be damned if she wouldn’t be ready for it.

They were hard people, harder even than they’d been when they were sent here in the first place. You had to’ve got damned unlucky to become a convict—hells, Rora’d be judged a convict more’n a dozen times over if she ever got put before a magistrate—and for convicts, it was hanging or working. It seemed easier, to choose working. That meant living, after all. But looking at the faces of the convicts, the men and women with a cross cut into their left cheeks, some with chains strung between wrists and ankles—their eyes were deader’n hanged men’s.

The children were worse.

Back in the Canals, kids ate what they could steal or earn, and that usually wasn’t much. Pups—those kids who had enough skill to earn the protection of one of the packs—ate a bit better, but they still mostly got scraps. Here, you could tell there was no kind of protection, nothing to steal or earn. They had hollow eyes in hollow bodies, and each of ’em looked a step away from death.

It seemed like they had to walk through the whole camp to get to the priest, past every skinny face and all the people waiting like tinder for a spark to light them. But finally they got to the chapel, which looked just like every other building except for the sun and flame hanging above the door, and found the parro outside wringing his hands. He was small, almost swallowed by the thick furs he wore over his red cassock, and he looked like the nervous sort of man pickpockets learned to avoid, the kind that was always checking to make sure his coins were still there.

Vatri glared him into submission, and he quickly opened up the door to the chapel. It took all of them—no help from the convicts or the crossbowmen, of course—to drag Scal down off the horse and into the chapel, where it was a little warmer’n outside. There was a fire burning in a metal bowl at the center of the room, hardly big enough to give off any warmth, but it was better’n nothing. They laid Scal out near the fire, and still the parro hadn’t said a word, but he started praying pretty hastily as they unwrapped the layers of bloody cloth wound around Scal. “I need water,” Vatri told him, and the parro was happy enough to leave for a while.

The cloth stuck to him, the dried blood trying to use the fabric like extra skin, and when they finally peeled it back, there was fresh blood with all the dried. They cleaned away as much of it as they could, the parro muttering frantic prayers as the water he’d brought went from pink to red to brown. The big wound was starting to stitch itself up at the far edges, but it still gaped open in places. Scal had blood left in him, so that was good, but he’d already lost so much of it, which wasn’t good at all. Rora didn’t want to ask the merra if they were already too late. They should’ve stopped sooner, shouldn’t’ve let him bleed so much, should’ve done something different . . .

“We’ll need clean linen,” Vatri said grimly to the parro. “And brandy.” She paused as the priest left, and didn’t meet Rora’s eyes as she added, “I’ll need a knife.”

The blue-pommeled dagger was in her sleeve, and Rora didn’t need to be told what to do with it. There was a sick feeling in her stomach as she stuck the blade into the coals of the fire.

Vatri poured half the jug of brandy over the wound. Anddyr and Aro pushed down on Scal’s shoulders in case he woke up, and Rora gently pushed the edges of the wound as close together as she could. The merra prayed for what felt like too long over the knife before she pulled it from the coals, her hand wrapped with heavy cloth where she held the hilt.

Scal didn’t wake when Vatri pressed the blade against his flesh, which was a blessing. For as long as it took to draw one sharp breath, she held the dagger there. The stench of burned meat followed as she pulled the knife away and pressed it down again, higher up along the wound, the dagger’s tip crossing over the curled, blackened edges of the wound. Where the skin wasn’t burned shut, it turned a bright pink, like a piece of meat over a fire right before the fat started boiling. Aro stumbled out the door, hand clamped over his mouth. The parro was praying, his words mixing together in a blubbery fear.

Vatri had to reheat the dagger twice more to finish sealing the wound, and then she poured the rest of the brandy over the curving black line she’d made along Scal’s chest and stomach. Wordlessly she pointed at the bundle of cloth the parro had dropped, and then she walked out into the cold. Rora could hear the sound of retching.

Working together, she and Anddyr managed to get the linens wrapped around Scal, though it wasn’t easy. They cleaned away all the dried blood on him to make sure there wasn’t any fresh, but any other wounds he’d had were already stitching themselves together and didn’t look in need of much besides a gentle cleaning. Rora glanced around once, to see where Joros’d gone to, but there was no sign of him.

The parro was surprised to see the flamedisk on Scal’s bare chest, and Rora couldn’t blame him. She would’ve guessed a Northman would care about the Parents even less than she did. But the parro prayed extra hard over Scal after he saw the flamedisk, and it sounded almost like he might’ve even meant the words. Rora found a wall to put her back to and finally let her eyes close, because she’d done everything she could for the Northman, even if it was already too late for him.




CHAPTER TWO


It wasn’t truly dark, though to Keiro it felt darker than a night with no moon. There was no warmth in the smoldering red glow that filled the cavern, nothing to chase away the shadows that clung thick as blood. Once, so long ago now, Pelir had told him that the blinding granted the faithful a special kind of sight, a sight that was deeper than seeing. Keiro, with his one eye gone and the other that he’d been too afraid to take, had never been granted anything but the lack of depth perception. Perhaps one of the truly faithful, one who’d kept his hands steady and let the ice pierce both eyes—perhaps a man like that could have looked up and faced the baleful glow and seen deeper.

Keiro could not. He lay in a ball of fear, damp and shaking, the faded screams of Fratarro still echoing through his bones, setting his nerves aflame. It was quieter now, the screams turned to sobs turned to ragged breaths, and all rising and fading like the tide of the great wide sea, starting and stopping like the beating pattern of the world’s heart. Even the gentle murmurs were gone now, the comforting undertones replaced by an intermittent raw sound like bark scraping on bark. Flesh, burned black by fire so long ago, rubbing calming circles against burned flesh.

Keiro lay, and shook, and wept for his gods.

He had no idea how much time had passed since the screaming had begun, how long he had lain in this place so deep beneath the earth listening to his gods wake and sleep and wake again to blazing pain. The mravigi had fled the cavern at the first scream, leaving Keiro alone with the Twins. But there finally came a gentle touch on his shoulder. He looked up into two eyes like embers, nested in the coals of a scaly black face. “It is time for you to go,” the creature said softly, sadly, its voice little more than a breath.

Keiro uncurled his body and on hands and knees followed after the creature, guided by the scrape of its forked tail against the floor. White scales glowed like stars among the black along its body, giving off the faintest light—enough, in the darkness, that Keiro could see the stark outlines of his hands against the ground. The mravigi had long been thought dead, burned up with their homeland by the righteous fire of the Parents. Yet they lived, against all hope, and they lived in great numbers. Here, they were called Starborn.

It was easier to think of the mravigi than to think of the Twins.

Keiro and the Starborn had almost left the chamber, the red glow of the gods’ gaze starting to fade, when a husky voice called after him. “Do not think we have forgotten you.”

Keiro had to turn then, and face them—the Twins, cast down by their Parents centuries ago and bound in this place for the rest of their immortal lives, sleeping and waking by the strokes of some unknowable clock. Sororra held her brother, cradling his ravaged body as he seemed to sleep. It was hard, still, to look at Fratarro. Keiro had seen drawings before, guesses at what poor Fratarro would look like with his limbs torn away, but even the most gruesome artists couldn’t have prepared Keiro for what he saw. Fratarro’s flesh was burned and blackened, his arms and legs little more than raw, ichorous stumps—save for the left arm, which was held in place by clumsy stitches. Worse, almost, was the wound in his chest, pierced by a black stone shard and seeping blood.

This—his punishment for daring to create something beautiful.

“We will not forget that you are the first to find us,” Sororra continued, her voice pinning him immobile to the floor. “We will call for you, when we have need.” She held him a moment longer, but finally she released him, looking back to her brother.

Another set of red eyes stayed on Keiro’s face—Straz, first of his kind, the giant white mravigi that lay at the Twins’ feet. There was ancient, unreadable knowledge in those eyes, a creature nearly as old as the gods he guarded. Keiro was shaking again, as he turned to follow his Starborn guide, and Straz’s eyes never left his back.

He knew the journey back
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