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To everyone who wanted to know how the story ends


PART ONE


CHAPTER ONE

The alley was the ideal place for murder. Narrow and stinking, backing a row of slaughterhouses, and dark even by an underground Illharek’s standards. The witchfire from the main street didn’t reach this far except as smeared shadows. There was already blood pooled between the stones, scummed and skinned. No one would notice a little fresh added to it. And the rats, yeah. Rows of glittering eyes that winked and gleamed when the witchfire’s glow passed across them. They’d make short work of any meat left on the pavement.

Which, if Snowdenaelikk had her way, there would be in short order. There was just a door, scarred and old and solid-looking, between her and the future meat, who also had a name. Yrse, Midtowner, mother of four and respected member of the butcher’s guild. Yrse, who was also godsworn, which made her a heretic and an outlaw in Illharek. She and Snow held that in common.

In the Tiers, Tal’Shik’s godsworn walked around under amnesty. Senator Szanys Dekklis had put out that proposal. No surprise a Senate full of Tal’Shik’s godsworn voted in favor. But Dek’s participation—her instigation—had both surprised and stung.

Not supposed to protect these toadshits, Szanys.

Yrse had friends in the Senate, so maybe she thought the amnesty applied down here in the Suburba, too. Yrse followed Tal’Shik. But there was bloodfeud between Tal’Shik and the Laughing God these days, at least in Suburban streets. Maybe she’d thought the Laughing God’s cartel wouldn’t dare come at her, with friends that high.

Snow had her own friends. The Laughing God, for one. She had Istel at her back. She had Ari, who was edging up on her left side. Who hissed, head cocked at the door: “She knew we were coming.”

Accusing, oh yes, but not her. No, Ari cut his glare at the man on Snow’s right.

Veiko shrugged. His braids slithered across his armor, snagged on the border between leather and steel. The witchfire blued the harsh bones of his face. Found its match in his eyes. “The ghosts say she is here. They did not say she was unprepared for us.”

“Ghosts. Fuck that.” Ari spat again, more slime for the alley’s collection. “You say ghosts talk to you. I say it’s toadshit. Skraeling witchery.” He curled his lip. “We’ve got a damn spy, that’s what, telling tales.”

Snow scraped together all her patience. “Even you know how stupid that sounds, yeah? Yrse isn’t an idiot, Ari. After the mess you made dealing with Rata, I’m surprised we don’t have the fucking legions down here walking patrol.”

Ari scowled. “I got her, didn’t I?”

“Her and half the motherless street. Be damn glad you can’t see ghosts.”

Snowdenaelikk could. Tried not to, took pains to avoid it. But she couldn’t ignore the pair squatting over a congealed puddle, scooping at its contents with permeable fingers. She knew them. Stig and Kjotvi, who’d been godsworn to the Laughing God in life. Who had both died very badly thanks to Yrse’s personal efforts. Veiko had called them out of the black river where the dead go to forget themselves. From the look of Stig and Kjotvi, they’d been soaking a long time.

“Veiko. Can the ghosts say what’s waiting for us behind that door? How many people?”

“They cannot. They say it is warded against them.”

“Of course it is,” from Ari. “Fuck and damn, skraeling, you’re no use—”

“Shut up, Ari.” The voice was Istel’s, soft and level. But that was

Tsabrak

the Laughing God’s razor tone. Those were the Laughing God’s eyes, tiny orange flames instead of Istel’s warm brown. “Veiko is our ally. Show some respect.”

“My apologies.” Ari bowed, hands folded in front of his face. Made Snow want to shake him upright and explain that the Laughing God didn’t rate that kind of deference. Gods were just spirits, powerful and arrogant. He might even believe her.

Ari trusted too much. The God, yeah, but also her. The Laughing God’s Right Hand. Way Ari saw it, she was the person who’d found the God and brought him back. He was happy to let her run the cartel, happy to do what she said about anything.

Except in the matter of Veiko. Oh no. Then it was toadbelly when Ari thought Veiko was out of earshot and skraeling the rest of the time. Enough to make Snow wish for Veiko to lose patience. That would end the sniping. Ari would join the ghosts he didn’t believe in.

“You don’t mean that, Snow,” the God whispered with Istel’s voice. Leaned close to her, the way Istel would, shoulders just touching. “You don’t need that kind of mess.”

“What I need is Istel back,” she snapped. Ignored Ari’s startled glance and Veiko’s knowing frown. “He’s better in a fight than you.”

“As you wish, my Right Hand,” the God said, loud enough to carry. Ari damn near pissed himself, he was so impressed.

But Veiko—fuck and damn. That was suspicion on her partner’s face. Distrust. Cracks in the one person she’d wanted

needed

solid. Veiko didn’t trust the God. Didn’t trust Tsabrak. Didn’t trust the combination, even in Istel’s body.

Damn you, she thought, and the God’s laughter echoed in her skull. Tsabrak’s laughter. But it was Istel’s face next to hers, not Tsabrak’s. And Istel’s eyes, too, on the next blink. Warm and dark and living. Hazy, as Istel blinked back into himself.

“He did it again, yeah?” raspy-quiet, as if they were alone.

“Yeah.”

“Fuck and damn,” wearily and with no force. The God came and went as he pleased in Istel’s skin. Istel wasn’t the sort to complain when that visitor had saved his life, and this was the price for it.

Her bargain. Istel hadn’t ever said idiot to her, or I wish you hadn’t. No, Istel had said thank you and that made it worse.

And now Istel just took a long breath and let it out, and squared shoulders and jaw at once. “Where we at?”

“Working on this fucking door.” Snow ran her hands round the frame. The locks were simple enough. It was traps she worried about. She rummaged through her belt pouch. Found a slim little knife and worked it into the gap between door and frame. Yeah. There it was. Fucking needle trap, probably poisonous.

Snow wedged the needle out of its socket with the knife. Plucked it carefully out of the doorframe before it could spring out and poke anyone, and balanced it in her gloved palm. The godmark throbbed hot beneath the thin leather. She marked the ache in her left hand, where the littlest finger still wouldn’t bend all the way. Marked the throb in her right arm, where a Talir’s sword had cut halfway to bone back in spring. Marked a dozen littler aches and twinges that said getting old and get more rest and you won’t live long, you keep this up.

Snow pried a second needle out. Ran the tip of her blade through the gap again, one more check on all the edges, and then stashed the knife. Pulled the gloves off, one and the other. Flexed her fingers and laid her palms against the door. The wards shivered up through the wood, wriggled against her skin like hot wires. Godmagic and conjuring were cousins. Worked on the same principles. Knots of power, part skill, part raw talent. Part godfavor, for the former, and Yrse was very well favored. But a ward was only as strong as the skill of its weaver, however much Tal’Shik might love her.

Snow closed her eyes. Saw the power, the lines and sigils patterned across wood and iron, on lintel and frame and hinge. Felt their shape throbbing against skin and brain. Probed their borders. Traced their edges. Mapped the shape of them.

The wards flared up where she tested them, heat and defiance. Yrse was waiting for her. Watching. She pushed power into the wards as Snow touched then, so that they glowed blinding, hot, impossible.

Instinct said let go. Retreat. Snow ground her teeth together. Kept pushing, all along the edges of the wards, while Yrse followed her like a dog on the wrong side of a fence, snarling sparks. One place Yrse came through the wards, a spear of godmagic that made something break in Snow’s nose, made her taste blood in the back of her throat. She grinned. Wards were a barrier. Solid, in theory, no place stronger or weaker. But any place the caster could come out meant someone else could get in.

Snow rubbed the back of her hand across her face. Smeared the first rush of blood across lips and cheek and swallowed the rest. The ghosts crowded behind her, living fog, their chill seeping through clothing and skin and straight into bone. Blood called them. Bought their cooperation. Stig and Kjotvi might’ve come for revenge, yeah, bet they had—but it was fresh blood they wanted.

“Snow,” from Veiko. And from Istel, “You’re bleeding, yeah?”

“Yeah. Tell the ghosts, be patient. There’s more blood on the other side of that door, yeah? I’m not for them.”

She blotted her nose on her sleeve. Sniffed hard and swallowed and grimaced. She knew where the wards were weakest. Now it was a matter of wedging them open, in that one place, to let Stig and Kjotvi through. And for that, well. She was no adept. Not much of a conjuror, and even less of a godsworn.

She closed her eyes. Ground her teeth together and whispered, “Need a little help, Tsabrak.”

I’m here.

The Laughing God flowed around her, cold as any ghost. Flowed through her. Did not quite crawl into her skin, no, but she still shivered. Part of their bargain, that he would not take her body; but he did not mind sharing breath and bone with her.

“Cut it.”

You need my help, half impatience, half amusement. Unless you want to try the runes alone.

“No.”

Then relax. Let me guide you.

Flesh-Tsabrak had said that, years ago. She remembered his hands folding over hers during those first lessons, learning to open locks. Remembered him guiding her fingers, the click and pressure of the picks in the mechanisms. Remembered his breath on her cheek, that smelled of stale jenja. Remembered his warmth.

Do you feel that?

God-Tsabrak had neither scent nor heat. Cool nothing coiled up in her mind, pulled tight over her skin, tingling up her bones. The Laughing God’s guidance, drawing her back to a particular sigil, where Yrse flared hot and struck at her again.

Tsabrak batted the godmagic aside, casual as waving away candle smoke.

Here. She’s missed a stroke. You see? In the top left.

“I see.”

Elaborate binding in this sigil, lines tangled like skraeling knotwork. But the over-under pattern was broken there in the corner. One line unbound by its neighbor, naked and unfinished. An easy mistake to make. A minor one that would still keep the ghosts out.

But not the God’s Right Hand. Snow pushed against the weakness. Yrse pushed back on the other side. Force against force, with the door pinched between them. Snow tasted salt on her lip. Might be sweat. Might be more blood. Might be Yrse was bleeding, too, on her side. Snow leaned the full weight of her will against the flaw.

“Ari,” she croaked.

Ari wasn’t a conjuror. But he’d been godsworn longer than she had and he knew how to channel godmagic. He slipped into the weaving and took the threads. Held them steady and added his strength to hers. Pressure, there, holding Yrse’s focus.

Snow reached—a flesh-hand against the real wood door, a spirit-finger of godmagic—and rubbed the ghost-rune. Smeared it. Stretched it. Broke it.

She snapped back all the way into her skin. Pushed the God out, hard, and pulled a breath into her lungs.

“Veiko.”

She heard him murmur in his language, what he called a song and she called chant. She felt the icy sweep of Stig and Kjotvi at her back as they passed around her, through her. Through the door.

Someone screamed on the other side.

The rest was easy. Steel lock, like a hundred others. She coaxed the metal into alignment. Click. Slide. Thump, as the tumblers realigned.

The door cracked open. Snow gathered up the shadows in the alley. Sent them through the cracks, under the door, around its edges. Traded a look with Veiko, with Istel. And then she ducked through the door, seax drawn and ready.

Snow called up a witchfire and tossed it high. It struck the ceiling and spread like flame on oil. The ghosts huddled over a body on the tiles, hiding its face. Snow stepped partway into Stig, gritting her teeth against the prickle that tingled all the way to bone. Hard to see through a ghost, yeah, but that wasn’t Yrse’s corpse. Too young. Maybe a daughter. There were fresh stains trailing away, slick-shine wet, down the short hallway. Snow shoved the witchfire in their wake, spreading it from bright blue to pale. The hall split into a side passage and an open room, its doors thrown wide in some great hurry. The fresh blood went that way.

She wished for Briel’s svartjagr senses. For Logi’s hunter-nose. Was glad in the same breath that they hadn’t come. Svartjagr and dogs had little defense against plain steel, and none at all against godmagic. Both of those things would be waiting up ahead, or in ambush down the side passage.

She flicked a finger of witchfire at the hall. “Ari, Istel. That way.”

A grunt from Ari. He went without comment, without hesitation. Istel paused long enough to touch her eyes with his. Two flames where the eyes should be, flickering and no help against the dark.

Careful, Snow.

“Just keep trouble off our backs, yeah?” Under her breath, safe from Ari’s ears. Not from Veiko’s. He glanced sidelong. Raised a brow.

She grimaced. “Send them in, yeah?”

Veiko’s chant changed cadence. The ghosts shivered, rose up from the body, and turned. Flowed past her, through her, into the open room. Smell of old blood in there, thick as the darkness. There’d been rooms in the Academy that smelled like this. The surgeries. The dissection laboratories.

Snow drew the witchfire down, pulled it into a ball, and sent it bobbing ahead like a lantern. This was the killing room. The floor sloped away toward the drains at the center, scored by blood-gutters that would trip a woman if she didn’t watch where she walked. Hooks dangled at head height, on chains as thick as her wrist, from a stone ceiling. A forest of bodies hung from those hooks, honest four-legged meat, swaying and creaking from the wooden beams, held by metal bolts to the stone. And from those beams, more bolts, and long bars suspended by a system of pulleys and slender chains whose tails trailed into the room’s edges, where the witchfire couldn’t reach.

Bet more things than goats and sheep had died in here. Unfortunate rivals. Sacrifices to Tal’Shik. Stig and Kjotvi, maybe, before Yrse dumped them into the lake.

Snow crouched, her knees cracking protest, until she could see beneath the carcasses. Toadshit visibility with the witchfire’s glow divided by chains and bodies. Shadows all over the floor, black spots that might or might not have a wounded godsworn hidden in them. Stig and Kjotvi drifted through that hanging forest, blacker than shadows, stopped at a dangling goat and would not stir again, however Veiko’s chant beat against them.

He left off, finally. Squatted beside her and murmured, “I cannot make them move. There is too much blood, and they were a long time in the river.”

“Leave them for now. We’ll get them some fresh blood. See if that helps.”

Veiko nodded. Uncoiled into a hunter’s crouch, his axe trailing like part of his arm. Took two steps past the ghosts, head tilted.

Listening, yeah, to what was too quiet. There was muffled banging from another room, which might be Istel and Ari and whatever defenses they’d found. But in here, the hollow, echoing silence said that the doors on the other side of the killing room were still closed. Snow held her breath. Maybe that was a scraping, like boot soles on tile. Maybe a click, like someone working a door latch.

Snow ripped the witchfire down, blasted it across the floor. And yes, there, on the room’s far edge: a line of winches on the wall, all locked but one. Yrse stood there, her hand on the latch. She grinned. Moved her hand.

Metallic whine and rattle overhead, and then a crack, as the pulley disappeared in a ripple of suddenly slack chain.

Snow threw herself sideways, hit Veiko with the sharp point of her shoulder, and took them both over. A curtain of hooks came down behind her, cracking against the tiles. Not bones, thank you, Laughing God. Not her toadfucking head either, or Veiko’s.

Yrse limped to the next winch, one leg dragging, and battled the lock with both hands. Snow snarled a strand of godmagic out of blank air and whipped it up, toward the nearest hanging chain. It threaded along the steel, too fast for eyes to track. One blink, plain black steel; the next, steel threaded with a living fire that spread faster than any honest flame. It climbed the chains to the bar overhead, wrapped it like vines. Climbed still higher, weaving through the slender chains to the bolts in the wooden beams. There. That beam wouldn’t fall, whatever Yrse did.

Veiko had gotten himself up. Hauled Snow up ungently, starting dragging her back toward the hall.

“No,” Snow said, and shoved at his hand. “Come on. Yrse is right there.”

She pushed him off and ran into that forest of dangling hooks, following under the straight line of the godmagicked bar. Fast and low, past the ghosts, bent almost double. She had both eyes on Yrse when she loosed the winch. Saw Yrse’s grimace-grin turn on her.

Another click overheard, another rattle of chain coming loose.

Snow clenched her teeth. If the godmagic failed, well, it wouldn’t hurt much. All that steel coming down, yeah, that would end it quick. The God could find another right hand. Run faster, that was all, never mind the gutters and the slope on the floor.

But the bar stayed up, and Yrse’s eyes got round. A pallid purple glow bloomed in Yrse’s hand. She flung her arm out, splayed her fingers. She shouted a tangle of syllables that ricocheted off Snow’s ears and wits. The air itself convulsed, a ripple more like water than wind.

Snow jagged aside as the bolt whipped past. Her seax flicked out, laid Yrse’s arm open from wrist to elbow. Long cut, shallow, nothing crippling. But the blood welled up, and the other woman’s godmagic dissolved into sparks.

Yrse gathered her arm against her chest. Hissed like a scalded cat, pain and fury together. “Fucking half-blood, motherless God-loving—”

Veiko’s voice rose then, rough-edged and low and with all the force of a river crashing its banks. Cold syllables that sank into Snow’s bones, prickled under her skin, chilled her breath in her lungs. Kjotvi, she heard among them, and Stig.

Yrse heard, too. Stopped mid-breath, mid-curse. Fear blanked her face. Her mouth shaped a no that never found breath.

Mist rose up from the tiles, and an airless chill. Snow grinned and held her ground as Kjotvi and Stig flowed around her. Yrse tried to run. Crabbed a couple of steps along the wall before the ghosts caught her. Their fingers curved like talons. Thrust into Yrse’s chest, into her belly. She screamed then, and kept screaming.

Veiko made a move to mercy. Axe raised, eyes narrow. Snow stuck an arm out. Patted the solid wall of his chest.

“Let them have their revenge, yeah?” She had to pitch her voice past the screaming.

He frowned at her. Argument smoldered in his witchfire eyes. Then he turned away, flat-lipped, and stared at the wall.

The closed door rattled. There came a pop, and a curl of smoke. Then Istel shoved the door open. He came straight for Snow. Skirted Yrse’s dying with a casual glance sideways. His eyes flickered orange.

So, not Istel, then.

Snow leaned over and said near his ear, “Where’s Ari?”

Yrse let out a particularly piercing shriek. The God grimaced. Mopping up. Yrse had a household.

“Fuck and damn. Bondies, too?”

The household, the God said again. Tsabrak’s smirk, metal-cold. Then, as Yrse choked to bubbling sobs, Tsabrak’s Suburban accent: “You know the histories. You taught them to me, yeah? Bloodfeud leaves no one alive.”

“Right.” Snow turned back to Veiko. “That’s enough vengeance, yeah?”

“Yes.” He took a short step. Angled past Kjotvi and brought his axe down. Neat and precise and sudden quiet.

Somewhere else in the house, more shouting. The histories talked about the great House feuds using bondies as soldiers, but that meant training and outfitting. Yrse hadn’t done any of that. In the Tiers, though, in the Houses—whose godsworn had Senate sanction now—that kind of preparation might be underway. Tal’Shik was after Illharek. But not just the city, no, she wanted the whole Illhari Republic back. Starting, evidently, with the Suburba.

Well. That fight would spread. Would move up, whatever appeasements the Senate offered to highborn godsworn. The blood would run in the Tiers, just like it did in Suburban alleys. So maybe it was time to go see Szanys Dekklis and remind her of that.

Snow traded a look with the God. “Help me find a sack, yeah?”

That fast, the God fled. Tsabrak didn’t run errands. Those, he left for Istel. Who blinked. Frowned. “A sack?”

Snow pointed. “Taking her with us, yeah? Or part, anyway. Veiko. Need your axe.”


CHAPTER TWO

The fields in the valley should have been ready for harvest. Wheat or barley in tall stalks. Vines in neat rows. These held another crop, rows of bodies on spikes, lined up legion straight, black and stiff and naked. That was probably K’Haina’s fourth daughter, there on the end. She’d overseen this estate. Probably her consorts and children beside her. Maybe the bondies, too.

Dekklis squinted. Had been a time she’d’ve been able to tell, from this distance, from this vantage. Now they all looked the same. Body-shaped smudges that could be Dvergir dark or Alvir fair or—

“Those are Taliri, First Legate. Not our people.”

Dekklis started. Scowled. Rolled her eyes sideways to gather in the man standing beside her. First Tribune K’Hess Rurik, former First Spear of the Sixth Cohort, her commander when she had been a First Scout in Cardik. When she had worn sensible armor, patches and panels of leather, scraps of black metal. Minimal. Quiet. Not this legion armor, standard-issue, with a breastplate that every crow within a league could see.

“Other Taliri,” Rurik repeated, a little louder. “First Sc—First Legate. Did you hear me?”

“I heard you, First Tribune.” Impertinence, that tone from any other man. From K’Hess Rurik, it was damn near good manners. “So, they’re killing each other now, too. That’s nice. Too bad they had to fire the fields first and murder all the residents.”

“I’m sure they killed plenty of Illhari, but that’s not who they spiked. Those’re all Taliri. And they’re where anyone coming down the road could see them.”

“Not just the road.” Dekklis flipped a hand at the trees around them. Manicured forests, this close to the villas and the farms. Nothing like the Wild outside of Cardik. “Anyone on approach from Illharek will see this. They’re expecting an audience.”

“They’re expecting us. The legions.” Rurik shook his head. His breastplate winked and flashed where the sunlight checkered through the trees. “That they’re showing us Taliri corpses, rather than our own, suggests—”

“That the godsworn are fighting amongst themselves. That their alliance is breaking down. And they want us to know it. Or—that they want us to think they’re fighting amongst themselves.”

K’Hess Rurik was unaccustomed to interruption. He folded his arms. Creaking leather, scraping metal, a deep draw of air through his nose, in and out again. “Yes, First Legate. Exactly.”

Looking at her like she was still his First Scout, one of a dozen in the Sixth Cohort. Old habit said drop your eyes and apologize. Dekklis grimaced. Stared, unblinking, at Rurik. “You’re certain those are Taliri bodies.”

“Of course I am.” There, the old Rurik, who hated his authority questioned as much as he hated interruption. Who remembered the limits of that authority now, when Dekklis hoisted an eyebrow. He coughed. Winced. “My apologies—”

She waved them off. “Hell with that. I don’t care about formalities. You know it.”

“Your troops care.”

“Hell with them, too,” under her breath. That was a sentiment better suited to Snowdenaelikk, heretic and outlaw, than Szanys Dekklis, Senator and First Legate of Illharek. And louder, while Rurik pretended he hadn’t heard her: “What do you suppose they expect us to do now? Trot back to the city and debate a new course of action?”

“That would be the Illhari way. Debate things to death.” Rurik shrugged. “I think the Taliri want someone—want us—to go investigate. Which,” he added, “I don’t recommend. It’s likely an ambush.”

Was a time he’d’ve sent her and Istel down first thing. Part of her still expected that order. Waited for it, while the silence stretched and Rurik cocked a brow at her. While she remembered that she gave those orders now, and Rurik had to follow them.

“I think we need to see what’s written on those poles.”

That got her a frown. “It’s not a good idea. We don’t know if they’re still out there, or how many there are.”

First Spear Rurik had been less cautious. Maybe his new title weighed on him like hers did. Or maybe he still wanted to be the one giving orders, even if he had to frame his as advice.

Foremothers grant her patience. “What’s not a good idea is slinking back to Illharek with no more knowledge than we left with, except the Taliri have burned more of our harvest. If they really have turned on each other, we need to know it. Now listen,” whip-crack, command-voice. She strangled a grin at his twitch. “Go collect the adept. We’re taking a squad from the Sixth down there. If you’re right, and it’s an ambush, the rest of the camp can get to us in plenty of time to help.”

Rurik scowled at her, and snapped a perfect salute with exactly as much sincerity as Istel had when she’d given him an order he didn’t like. Exactly that same cool-voiced “Yes, First Legate” that meant fuck you.

Except Istel would’ve said First Scout, not First Legate, because Istel didn’t know yet she’d gotten promoted. Dekklis hadn’t seen her partner since she’d sent him into the Suburba to find Snowdenaelikk. Since then, the Senate had turned on itself and she’d been arrested and released and, in an act which proved luck’s perversity, ended up warming the same Senate seat as her mother had before her sister Maja had committed matricide in fine Illhari tradition. Before she, Dek, had killed Maja in the same afternoon and inherited two toadshit titles.

What do you think of that, Mother?

Szanys Elia had never commanded the legions. Szanys Elia had been a politician and a mother and the head of House Szanys. But her fourth daughter, soldier by choice, had ended up in the Senate seat and First Legate. That meant Illharek’s legions answered to her: the First, its cohorts scattered across the southern and eastern territories, and the Second’s remnants, its northern cohorts, including the Sixth, having died at Cardik, during Tal’Shik’s first uprising.

Istel would sneer at the former

soft like rabbits, Dek

and wince at the latter

that’s all we’ve got left?

and probably laugh outright that she’d got a promotion out of killing her sister.

You like telling people what to do. It fits.

Rurik was stomping back toward the camp, loud-footed rattling of all the damn Illhari metal. She looked down at her own cuirass. Rubbed the Illhari sigil stamped into the steel. Any good archer could find that, and the Taliri had many fine archers in their ranks. Even if they were fighting amongst themselves, didn’t mean they wouldn’t shoot at a convenient target.

“K’Hess!” she called after him.

He stopped. Spun on his heel. “First Legate?”

“Find a different set of armor, savvy? And find me one, too. Let’s not announce ourselves.”

“Sir.” That might’ve been a smile on his face as he spun round a second time. Grim little peeled-back-off-teeth expression. The man might want to meet a Talir or two in the woods, take some revenge for Cardik. Foremothers knew she did.

Dekklis returned to camp more slowly, working at the first of several buckles on her cuirass. The southern Illhari troops weren’t accustomed to half-measures or small camps. They’d learned their tactics in the wars before and after the Purge. Wanted earthworks and fortifications for every camp, as if the Taliri might swoop down and lay siege to them. Dekklis cut through the lines of milae with their shovels. Past the optio overseeing the digging.

Rabbits, Dek. What’ll they do if the Taliri hit ’em now?

Not that the Taliri were showing signs of hitting anyone who might hit back. They were confining their attacks to the villages and the farmsteads, refusing any contact with the legion. Refugees had been streaming into the city since the first thaw. Some of them kept going south and east, toward Riku and Vaasyl, but most of them ended up in Illharek’s Suburba. That was Taliri strategy.

And it would work. Dekklis had seen just how well last winter, up north. There had been riot, the night the Taliri had come at Cardik’s walls, the garrison there divided between maintaining order in the streets and defense. The Taliri had breached the walls with godmagic, chased Rurik and the survivors of the Sixth most of the way back to Illharek, and then—smoked away into the forests. Dissolved, while all of Illharek braced and waited for a massed attack.

The Taliri were waiting now, too, Dek reckoned. They could harass travelers on the Illhari roads. Burn the farms all summer long. Ensure that Illharek wouldn’t have full larders when winter came. Give the refugees time to spread their misery and fear, just like they’d done in Cardik, so that the city rotted from the inside.

Not as if Illharek wouldn’t help that rot along. It teetered on the edge of civil war already, thanks to Tal’Shik’s godsworn, united only in fear of a Taliri invasion that seemed less and less likely before the first frost. Be damn nice if the Taliri had developed their own internal troubles, too. Only fair.

Dekklis swore as the armor’s buckle came loose of a sudden, sliced her knuckle with a hard metal edge. She sucked the split skin. It would be worse for Illharek if the Taliri threat did disappear. If she told the Senate the Taliri were infighting, she’d have House K’Hess moving on House Stratka next thing, and a dozen enemies coming at her. The old ways, pre-Purge, when the Houses fought amongst themselves.

Then it might come down to the Academy’s involvement. The Academy, whose neutrality was a matter of law and custom and myth. Conjurors, all of them, to some degree—but the Academy made chirurgeons, too, apothecaries and scribes and scholars, who might not live in Academy walls any longer but who had lingering loyalty. And those people were everywhere in Illharek. The Tiers, and Midtown, and the Suburba. Women and men. The Academy’s inclusiveness was, Dekklis knew, not an egalitarian gesture. It was practical. Pragmatic.

If only the Academy’s official liaison with the First Legate matched that practicality. Uosuk Belaery, the second conjuror in Dek’s acquaintance, sat on a camp stool, her robes gathered to avoid touching dead leaves and dirt. The sunlight poked its fingers through the branches. Burned off the rings in Belaery’s ears that said adept, by color and count. Midtowner accent that said respectable. Belaery was up and coming in the Academy. Loaning her to the First Legate was a signal of cooperation.

“Adept,” Dekklis said. “We’re going down. Need you with us.”

Belaery stood, carefully, and dug her eyes into Dek’s face—because Belaery had never been ten steps outside Illharek, before a few weeks ago—and raised her chin. “You need me?”

Something about the woman made Dekklis trim her own sentences back to bones. Offer as little explanation as possible.

“There are poles down there. Need you to take a look at what’s on them.”

“Prayers to Tal’Shik, I imagine. Same as the last two lots.” Belaery cut a glance toward the farm, as if she could see through the hill and dirt and tree. “Prayer-poles are nothing unusual, First Legate.”

Belaery wasn’t used to fieldwork. Or fields. Or, Dek had learned, corpses, fresh or otherwise. “These poles have Taliri stuck on them.”

“Ah.” Belaery’s gaze skipped sideways. Settled on a mid-distance nothing. Her lips came together in what Dekklis had learned to recognize as her conjuring face. She never announced what she was trying to do.

Well, a scout didn’t forget all her patience just because of a promotion. Dekklis shrugged out of the cuirass. There should, by rights, be someone there to take it from her—Mila Eshki, highborn and green as grass, who counted it her special honor to serve the First Legate. Except Eshki was probably digging earthworks right now, or latrines. Something more useful, certainly, than playing body servant to a woman who’d cared for her own gear her whole career. Dekklis looped the cuirass’s straps across her arm. Rolled her neck and watched Belaery, who was still frowning, and caught movement past Belaery’s shoulder—Rurik, already in scout’s leather, with an armful of the same, and a pair of grim-eyed veterans trailing in his wake. She dropped the cuirass. Took the worn leather from Rurik and shrugged into it. Felt like getting her own skin back.

Rurik dipped his shoulder. Leaned close and arrowed a glare past Dekklis. “The hell’s she doing?”

“You think she told me? Conjuring something.”

“I am scouting.” Belaery straightened. Brushed imaginary dust off her sleeves. “There are people down there hiding in the trees.”

Hell and damn. Listen to that silence, watch three veterans going wide-eyed. Feel nerves coming off them, where there hadn’t been. Dekklis grimaced.

Rurik folded his arms. Squeezed a sigh through his nose. “Taliri?”

Belaery shrugged. “Bodies. Warm and living. I presume they’re not our friends.”

Dekklis raised a hand. Brushed the troopers’ muttering aside like cobwebs. “Conjuring doesn’t work like seeing,” she told them. Not that she had any idea if that were true, but if Belaery wasn’t going to volunteer, she could make something up. “But the adept’s right. If there’re people down there, they’re Taliri, not bondies hiding in the weeds. So, we go careful.”

She crossed stares with Rurik. One beat, two. “Spear,” she said, knowing he’d know what she meant. Knowing Belaery wouldn’t.

His mouth settled into a line. “I will take point. Remi, Tulikki.” He pointed, one side and the other. “Behind me. Adept, you stay with the First Legate.”

That direction was for Belaery’s sake, who had no idea of marching order, or how a spear-tip formation worked. Who couldn’t, Dek suspected, be trusted to avoid low branches. That was her job, shepherding Belaery. She could have taken point herself, claimed command prerogative and used the senior troops as her backup. But Remi and Tulikki were Rurik’s people, from the Sixth. They were not hers, no matter that she’d fought alongside them, no matter what rank she carried.

Please, Belaery didn’t notice just how tenuous a grip Dekklis had on the Sixth, or just how deep the fissure ran between the Sixth and other cohorts. They’d been the Cardik unit. Suspicious of southerners, suspicious of highborn, suspicious of politicians. All of which Dekklis had become, very suddenly, with everyone in the Sixth apparently forgetting she’d been one of them a winter earlier.

And oh, Snow would have something to say to that. Rolling blue eyes, whip-sharp laughter. Snowdenaelikk had no House name. Had fair half-blood hair, and a rapid, raw Suburban accent. Had a bad habit of heresy and assassination and no love of authority.

The hell you expect, Szanys?

A little loyalty, maybe. From troopers she’d known for years, from her so-called allies. From Snow, from whom she’d heard nothing since midsummer. Belaery reported the same silence, with a shrug. She gets like this, First Legate, when she’s angry.

Which Snow was, damn sure. The decree of general amnesty for the early-spring Senate violence—Senators dead, among them Dek’s own mother—hadn’t made anyone happy except the godsworn highborn who mistook that decree for permission to continue their toadshit. But it bought peace. Made it so the First Legate could go on patrol with her troops and see what the Taliri were doing.

Of course, she went on those patrols with soldiers from the Sixth, who were mostly border-born, or who’d lived north long enough they might as well be. Take that for how secure she felt among the city’s legions. Better the Sixth’s distrust than a knife in the back.

Snow would appreciate the irony, if Snow would ever talk to her again.

Dek followed Rurik downslope, scout-careful. Crouched and glided from tree to tree, waited and watched. Guided Belaery around low-hanging limbs, over fallen ones. No stepping on twigs, no slipping. And for her part, Belaery wove and pooled the shadows deep between the trees so that their creeping bodies disappeared into them.

The shadows stopped at the edge of the forest, while the early autumn sun glared yellow and hot on what the Taliri had left in the field.

Rurik had been right, anyway. They weren’t Dvergiri on the poles. They were formerly fair-skinned bodies in piecemeal armor. An Illhari cuirass here, leather greaves there. Long hair bound back in braids. Taliri faces, or maybe renegade Alviri. It wasn’t easy to tell them apart, unless you heard the language. And these corpses—women, most of them—were long past speaking.

The flies had already settled. Hear the buzzing, see the seething black over open mouths and eyes—no. The crows had been here first.

Belaery gagged and coughed.

Dekklis had her own memories of finding K’Hess Kenjak: of her breakfast steaming on the snow, rank stink to match the taste in her mouth, and the icy seep of snow soaking through the knees of her breeches. But she’d seen, foremothers, what?—a score of corpses like Kenjak since that day. Her stomach didn’t even quiver at this new crop.

She nipped a glance at Rurik. He was cutting a wary half-moon around the foremost pole, sword out and level. He squatted and peered at the wood below the body. Poked at it with the tip of the sword and scraped the blood and shit away.

“Nothing. It’s blank.”

Dekklis stepped carefully around Belaery and joined Rurik at the corpse’s feet. He was right. Smooth wood. No glyphs or sigils, none of the gut-curling sense of godmagic.

“Well, hell.”

“They’re not offerings,” Bel said. Her voice sounded thick. “At least, not to Tal’Shik. They’re women, Dekklis.”

“They could be rival godsworn.”

“No.” Bel’s fists clenched and spasmed in her robe. “Kishta’s Annals is clear. Tal’Shik’s godsworn may kill their rivals, but the poles are solely and specifically for sacrifices. Her godsworn already belong to her. One would not offer their”—Gasp. Gag. Belaery forced the words out in a rush—“deaths up as a gift to she who already owns them.” She leaned over and emptied her gut to dry heaves.

One of the troopers grunted and spat. Contempt for civilians, for Taliri, for godsworn superstition.

Rurik eyed Belaery with something like pity. “So, why hang them up here, then? Were we supposed to find them?”

“I don’t know,” Dek started to say. And stopped, as her eye snagged on a patch of shadow hanging between the trees, moving when it shouldn’t, darker than it should be. She moved, blink-fast, drew her sword, as a man stepped out of that solid dark.

Someone swore behind her. Swords rattled out of their sheaths. Belaery stopped coughing as abruptly as if someone had cut her throat.

Hell. The woods could be full of men like this one. Armed with stolen weapons, patchworked armor. His sword was still in its sheath. But oh, his bloody hands, held carefully away from his weapon. Oh, his stained breeches and tunic. Murder could get messy, when you stuffed a sharpened pole through living, wiggling flesh.

The man had the broad, slanted Taliri cheekbones, the warm golden skin. But the tip-tilted eyes were chips of summer sky, cold as all the north. Like Veiko’s eyes and not—because Veiko’s eyes were clear as witchfire, and this man’s stare was solid, opaque stone.

“Adept, ask him who he is. What he wants. Where,” as she darted a glance past him, examining shadows, “the rest of his friends are.”

Belaery squeezed the words through her teeth. “I can read Taliri. I don’t speak it.”

Foremothers, Dek wished for Snow. For Veiko. For his motherless dog, who might be of more use than this city-bred conjuror.

“There is no need,” said the Talir. His accent was liquid, lilting, all the stresses stacked in the wrong places. He bowed from the neck, very slightly. “First Legate. I am pleased to see you here.”

Dekklis raised her eyebrows. “You know who I am.”

A second bow. “I would be a poor envoy if I did not.”

“Envoy, is it? Butcher, looks like.”

He bowed a third time, palms pressed flat against his chest. “The gates to the city are open, First Legate. I could simply walk in, if I wished to observe Illharek. I offer myself to you. I greet you.”

Then maybe she should consider, as her next act as Senator, proposing that Illharek seal its gates. This man could have walked Illharek’s streets unremarked. Could have, Dekklis thought, walked past her on the Arch and she’d never have noticed him.

“An envoy.” She nodded. Folded her arms. “From the Taliri.”

“I am Kellehn a’Rhostiddir.” A pause, while he waited for—what, some sort of acknowledgement? Recognition? His expression soured, as Dekklis stared at him, into a grimace. “Taliri. Yes. From.” He pointed north and west. “Up there.”

Fallen Cardik lay that direction. But there were no Taliri settlements in the mountains. So, he must mean the high plains, on the other side of the peaks. Glacier and flat land, beyond the Illhari Republic’s border.

“That’s skraeling country.” Rurik pushed his sword back into its sheath. Muttered sideways, just under the leather-creak: “Hell of a walk south, yeah?”

“Yes,” the Talir said. You could strike flint on the stare. “A long walk.”

The Taliri had been a riding people, once, before the Purge and a conjured plague. Now the only horses left were paint and stone. That plague had been the Academy’s triumph. Stopped the war, when the allied Alviri and Taliri cavalry found itself on foot, suddenly, and far from supply lines. Hadn’t stopped the Taliri raids, but it had slowed them down.

And still. That was a long walk, and damn sure this man hadn’t come alone. She wondered how many Taliri hid in the barred forest shadows. Whether they had bows and spears.

“And these, then?” Dekklis waved at the bodies. “What are they?”

“I hoped we would get your attention.”

“They’re a message?” Rurik scowled. “You couldn’t petition at the Senate?”

The Talir regarded him, unblinking. “They are your enemies, yes? We show you that they are ours, as well. We offer you alliance, First Legate. The Rhostiddir, and the Tesh, and the Skaanidd. And we bring you a message. The dragon has devoured the north.”


CHAPTER THREE

Snow twitched her hood a little higher and smeared the darkness from within its folds across her features. Hitched the sack over her shoulder up, so that its contents bumped and rolled across her back. She had the seax on her hip, easy reach, but she wouldn’t draw steel here on the Arch. Wouldn’t need to.

Briel.

Svartjagr flew feral over Illharek. No one even looked up when Briel dropped out of the cavern on arrowed wings, banked and skimmed over the bridge. Reach an arm up, you might brush fingertips on her tail. Look up, and you might see the silver tracery of scars on her wings.

Snowdenaelikk did neither. Saw what Briel did, through Briel’s eyes: dizzy spin that settled into a blur of dark Dvergiri heads, the occasional pale Alviri. A tangle of anonymity, robes and tunics and soft city boots. Nothing Briel was trained to notice: no armor, no metal bigger than a belt-knife. No bows or javelins. No conjurors.

Only a Dekklis-shaped woman and a bulky male companion, standing on the Arch in plain northern clothes.

Briel marked Dekklis as pack and known in that way svartjagr did—a glow you felt rather than saw. A dissolution of boundaries, so that Snow had a doubled moment of seeing what Dekklis did, when Dek looked up and marked Briel’s passage and the scars on Briel’s wings. Then she turned and looked right at Snow, through shadow and cloak. Raised her right hand, muted greeting, that might as well have been a shout to any watcher.

Hell. Put her in a forest, Dek could creep from one end to the other and no one would see her. Put her in commoner’s clothes on the Arch and she forgot all her scout’s tricks.

Snowdenaelikk shook her hood back and let the shadows drip away. Shoulders back, chin up, hair bound up in a conjuror’s topknot. Let people shiver and startle. Let them part and eddy in her wake and watch where she went. And if the First Legate didn’t like that—which, if her scowl was any indication, she did not—then let the First Legate learn to slouch like a commoner. Let her learn to leave her dog at home. Laughing God, look at Rurik, looming at her shoulder. Expect the man to start growling, yeah.

Dekklis had you’re late all over her face. But all she said was, “Snowdenaelikk. Got your message.”

“Yeah. Thanks for coming.”

“Had to. I was curious. Rumor says there’s a new boss in the Suburba, running the cartels. A half-blood who wears a conjuror’s topknot and rings in her ears. Sounds familiar.”

“Yeah. I’ve been busy.”

“You know what else they say? This new boss, she runs with a pair of northerners, one Dvergir and one skraeling. They also say she serves the Laughing God.”

“You knew that already.”

“Did I? Last I knew, the God killed you. I reckoned that might complicate your relationship.”

“That was the old God, and he’s dead. This is a new one. He’s different.”

“Different. Of course.” Dek’s face washed blank. Settled cold. “So, where is Istel? I assume he’s your Dvergir northerner.”

“You can assume that.” Snow looked over her shoulder at conspicuous nothing. “He’s with my partner, which is to say, not here.”

“Maybe you know why he’s avoiding me. Maybe you’ll tell me.”

“You stripped his commission, Dek. He’s not legion anymore.”

“That was never meant to be permanent. He knows that!”

“Maybe he doesn’t know what to think. How do common men fit, in this new Illharek? Way I understand it, we’ve got a lot of new seats with women in them who don’t support the Reforms. Might be Istel’s wise to worry.”

Rurik sucked a deep breath. Held it. Let it go. “My brother is no commoner. And I don’t see him with you, either.”

Snow hitched her brows high. Turned and looked straight at Rurik, the way northerners did.

“There’s reason for that, First Tribune. K’Hess Soren comes back to the Tiers, he’s dead. He knows who the godsworn in the Senate are, yeah? And they will reckon he’s told other people by now. Which he has.”

Rurik grimaced. “You mean he’s told other godsworn. Like you.”

Cold spot in her chest, spreading from throat to belly. “Exactly so. Like me. The ones who didn’t murder half the Senate this spring. The ones who didn’t get amnesty.”

Dekklis grimaced. “So you heard about that.”

“Of course I did. All of Illharek heard. I also heard it was you who suggested it. Senator Szanys. First Legate, commander of the legions. First Sellsword, you ask me.”

“Show respect, half-blood.” Only that, only ice-cold polite, but Snow felt the heat coming off him. Saw the flicker as his hand dropped to his hilt. That was promise, not threat.

Snow curled the palm of her right hand around air and filled it with witchfire. No smile, now. Cold blank, a stare Veiko would approve. “You want blood on these stones, K’Hess, it’ll be yours.”

Dekklis hissed. Came off the wall where she’d propped herself and put a shoulder between them. Let Rurik have her back and squared to Snow.

“This isn’t the time for a civil war.”

“Right. Well.” Snow swung the sack off her shoulder. Held it out. “Not here to listen to your toadshit. I brought you something, Szanys. From the Suburba.”

Dekklis raised both eyebrows. “What is it?”

“A gift.”

Rurik reached for it, and Snow pulled it back. “No. Not for you. For her.”

“It’s all right, Rurik. If Snow wanted to kill me, we wouldn’t be talking.” Dekklis hitched a half-smile. Held out her hand. “What have you—” She frowned. And then, with a slow-dawning horror, worked the strings loose and looked inside. Her eyes rounded white.

“Foremothers defend—you brought me a woman’s head.”

“I brought you Yrse. Heard of her? Butcher, officially. Unofficially godsworn, although I guess that’s legal now, if the god is Tal’Shik.”

Dekklis looked into the bag again. Shook her head and cinched it shut. “I’ve heard of this Yrse.”

“Have you, now? From whom? Senators? Senators’ sisters? Which of the highborn pardoned godsworn sitting in that Senate with you mentioned Yrse by name? Because that’s who I want first.”

“Snow.” Dekklis looked at her the way highborn always looked at commoners. Stern. Fucking condescending. “Shut it down, yeah? We have the same enemy.”

Snow looked from Dekklis to Rurik. Speared her gaze up, at the Senate buildings. The egg-smooth walls of the curia, the angular thrust of the courthouse. They sat at the top of the First Tier, higher even than any one House. Illharek’s ruling body perched over the city like a toadeating dragon.

“Glad you said that, Szanys. Then you won’t be upset when I tell you what’s in that bag is a promise. We’ve cleared the Suburba of Tal’Shik’s godsworn. Now we mean to clear out the rot in the Tiers.”

Laughing God, drop a feather into that silence and you’d hear it land. Snow held eyelock with Dekklis for several stretched heartbeats, while Rurik bounced a stare off both of them and said nothing. The look on his face wasn’t outrage. It was indecision.

“No,” said Dekklis, finally. Quietly. She raised the bag. “You can’t do this. Not up here. I won’t allow it.”

“I wasn’t asking permission.”

Headshake. “Listen to me, Snow. Listen. I’ve let you do what you want down in the Suburba. I know about the fires and the murders. But you bring this into the Tiers, I’ll have to stop you. And I’ll have the Academy’s help. I’ve talked to Belaery.” Dekklis had the grace to wince. “She said the adepts will support me in keeping order.”

“She said that. Motherless Belaery.”

“This is no time for a holy war.”

“A holy war? I’m talking Purge, Szanys. Last time I checked, that was law.”

“Oh, you care about law now? That’s new. Because this”—and Dekklis shook the bag—“is not law. It’s simple revenge. You said this new God was different, but this is an old habit between the Laughing God and Tal’Shik. I’ve read the histories, Snowdenaelikk, just like you told me I should. I’m not going to let you kill all Tal’Shik’s godsworn just so the God’s people can take their places.”

“That isn’t—” what we want, Snow nearly said, and stopped. She hadn’t asked the God what he wanted. Had assumed—what, that he’d complete his own Purge, kill what passed for power in Illharek, and then go back into the shadows? The old God had wanted to control Illharek, yeah, but the new God was Tsabrak and Tsabrak had never wanted that.

When he was alive. But he’s not just Tsabrak anymore, is he? He’s the old God, too.

So maybe the Laughing God did want holy war. Maybe he’d counted on Dekklis allowing it, based on that not-quite-friendship. Maybe, being the God, he didn’t care overmuch if Dekklis did object—because he would reckon Snow loyal first to him, and to a highborn sometimes-ally, distant second.

The godmark on her palm ached. Snow closed her fist around it. Closed her eyes. Counted five and opened them again.

“So what, then? You let Tal’Shik have the Tiers? Let her have the Senate? See if that keeps the peace? You want Illharek to go back to that?”

“No. Hell. But I told you: this isn’t the time for a civil war. Will you listen to me? We have Taliri out there. Above.”

“I know that. My idea to come here and warn Illharek they were coming, wasn’t it? You didn’t want to. You wanted to stay and die in Cardik. You afraid of the Taliri godsworn, is that it? You reckon Illharek needs godsworn to counter whatever they have? Makes fine sense, until the war’s over. Then what? You planning to ask the godsworn in the Senate to please renounce Tal’Shik?”

Rurik interrupted then. Raised a hand and got both women’s eyes on him, that fast. “The First Legate’s right.”

“Oh, surprise that you agree with her.”

“Listen to me, Snowdenaelikk. Godsworn killed two of my brothers, and they tried to kill the third. When it’s time to clean them out of Illharek, my sword is yours. I swear that.” Pause, while Rurik caught breath, braced for interruption. When it did not happen, when Dekklis only stared at him, he continued more quietly. “But this isn’t the time. The Taliri are having their own problems. We need to move now. Capitalize on their division. We can clean up Illharek later. My word on that. We will clean it up.”

Dek hadn’t prompted that speech. Look at her: mouth gone flat and thin, eyes narrow in a web of thin lines that Snow didn’t remember. First Legate and Senator didn’t sit easy on Szanys Dekklis. Unwelcome pity crept into Snow’s gut, her throat. Tasted a little like guilt. She let her gaze slip sideways, over the edge of the Arch. “Problems. Tell me about the Taliri’s problems, yeah? Since we don’t have enough of our own.”

Dekklis found her voice, finally. “They sent an envoy. They want help. You want to kill Tal’Shik’s godsworn, then I’ve got one who need killing. Only, she’s not in Illharek, savvy that?” Dekklis ducked her shoulder and leaned in close. “Will you, or will you not, help me with this?”

As if they were friends. As if this were a favor. Szanys Dekklis, highborn, legion scout. Fucking First Legate now. “Is it you asking me, or Illharek?”

“Snowdenaelikk.” Dekklis pressed her lips tight. “Please.”

“I’m not your assassin, Dek.” Grudgingly: “But I’m listening.

* * *

Veiko worried whenever Snow went into the Tiers, but a man could not sit idle, or wear a path from one end of the flat to another. A man found work for his hands. A hunter needed arrows, in case he ever fired his bow again. There were smooth wooden shafts on the table in front of him. A basin of water and moose sinew soaking in it. A small knife, to split the feathers he’d already laid out on the table. It was a good place for fletching. Flat and well-lit and safe from wind, which his fireside had never been.

So: pick up the knife, and a feather, and split and trim it. Again. Again. Place them on the shaft. Take up a length of sinew, sticky now that it was wet, and wrap the feathers to the shaft. Wait, while the sinew dried and stiffened. Relax into the pattern, so that his greatest worry was the straightness of the feathers and the placement of the sinew.

Logi raised his head from his post between firedog and balcony shutter. Slapped his tail once and hard on the floor. Did not bother to get up, having recognized the visitor and decided he was neither threat nor worth the effort of rising. Logi was happy to take his rest when he could, which only meant that dogs were wiser than men.

That meant, too, that the visitor was one of two who might come and go without Logi’s concern. K’Hess Soren or Istel, and Soren would come from the door, not the balcony.

Veiko set the arrow down. Tilted his head a fraction and watched the other man ghost from the balcony door to open shutter and tuck his body in the folded shutter’s shadow while he looked out at the street. That was a legion scout’s training. That was bowman’s instinct, who looked for other archers in every window. That was Istel’s profile, etched against Illharek’s witchfire daylight. Istel’s scent, to Logi’s clever nose.

But it was sometimes the Laughing God, too, who had once been Tsabrak, inside Istel. And it was because of that Veiko let his hand slip to the axe he never took off his hip anymore, even in this house, even when Snow was here. An axe would not end the God’s existence, not in this world, but it would end his avatar’s usefulness. And Istel’s life, because those two things were the same.

Veiko made himself meet Istel’s eyes and the wrung-out smile. And it was that smile, more than anything, that said who it was looking out of Istel’s eyes. The God’s smile was hard and beautiful, even on Istel’s plain face, and cruel as winter. It was Tsabrak’s old smile. Veiko had seen its echoes in Briel’s memory. Saw its effects on Snowdenaelikk, who never flinched from Istel. Who never smiled back in quite that way at Istel, either.

Only a fool would be jealous of his partner’s dead lovers. Only a fool would resent the God he’d helped make. Only a fool would punish that God’s sometime-avatar, who had been, if not a friend, then at least an associate to whom Veiko would trust his back in a fight.

That associate said, in a tone to match his smile, “It’s me, Veiko.”

“Yes.” Veiko forced his breath out. Made his hand relax, finger by finger. Made his hand return to the tabletop. He might’ve helped Tsabrak kill the old God and ascend to his place, yes, but it was Snow who’d become godsworn after that, to save Istel’s life. She’d asked him before she’d sworn anything. He might’ve said no. Invoked a partner’s veto. But he had not. And so it was his doing, as much as hers.

“You worried?”

“Yes,” Veiko said, before he realized he was not entirely sure what Istel thought he should be worried about. The God. The Taliri. Snowdenaelikk’s long absence.

“So’m I.” Istel came back to the table. Tucked himself on the bench opposite Veiko. Brushed a careful finger along the new fletching. “I just got done telling Soren that Snow would be fine. I think he’s afraid she’ll come back in the same condition as Yrse. These’re owl feathers, yeah?”

“Yes.”

“Nice. Legion always used blackhead goose. Or swan, sometimes. I told Soren, no way Snow will go that quiet. She gets in trouble, we’ll all know it. Half the Tiers will come down.”

Ancestors forbid. “So, you came here to—what?”

“See if you were still here. I reckon something goes bad, you’ll know it first.”

Through Briel, of course. Which begged asking: “Does Briel not send to you anymore?”

“No.” Istel’s mouth creased.

“Tsabrak never liked her.” Snow had told him so. Briel had, too, in a svartjagr’s torrent of image and emotion. And his own impression: “The old God did not like Briel, either.”

“I do,” Istel said, carefully neutral. “Always have.”

There was no answer for that. Veiko did not try to make one. Picked up his latest arrow instead and pretended great interest. Tested the sinew’s wrap on the shaft. Still damp. Still loose. Of course.

He put it down again. “Briel’s last sending showed them on the Arch.”

“They?”

“Dekklis and Soren’s brother. Your former First Spear.” The Illhari words felt strange on his tongue.

“K’Hess Rurik.” Level voice, blank face that said Istel did not approve of the association. “I don’t like that.”

“Why not?”

“Dekklis doesn’t need an escort, does she? Walk all over the Arch, all over the Tiers, she’s safe.”

“Dekklis has enemies. Perhaps this K’Hess is there to protect her.”

“Snow has enemies. Maybe Rurik’s one of them.”

Veiko pressed his hands flat on the table. Hoped to all his ancestors Briel did not feel his agitation. “Do you believe that?”

“Hell, Veiko. I don’t know. Dekklis wouldn’t do anything to Snow besides yell at her. But I don’t know what the First Legate will do. Or the Senator. Arrest her, maybe. She’s carrying a woman’s head in a sack.”

“A criminal’s head.”

“Snow’s a criminal too. You are. I am.” He carved a half-circle in the air with his hand. “This whole house, everyone in it. Most of this neighborhood.”

“She would have nothing to gain by arresting Snow now.”

“Sure, she would. She could bargain for me.” Istel had been staring out the door and up, as if he could see the Arch from this angle. Now he looked at Veiko again. Perhaps it was the angle of his face to the firedog that made it seem there were flames where his eyes should be.

Tell yourself that.

Veiko frowned. “You would not trade yourself for Snowdenaelikk.”

“You would, though. Me, Soren, whoever you had to. The First Legate knows that.”

Veiko snorted. “Is it your habit to see enemies where you have friends?”

“Szanys Dekklis is not my friend,” coldly, too coldly. The firedog shivered. And when it steadied, yes, there, the pretty smile that did not belong on Istel’s face. The flames leaped and flickered where Istel’s eyes had been. “And she’s not yours, Veiko, and not Istel’s, and sure as toadshit not Snow’s. Not anymore. She belongs to Illharek.”

It was easier, somehow, to face the God outright than to imagine him lurking under Istel’s skin. Veiko leaned back on the bench. Drew up a casual foot and draped his arm across the knee. “If you were so worried, you could have forbidden the meeting.”

The God’s laugh popped like crockery on tile. Startled Logi out of his nap. “You’re Snow’s partner, and you say that. You don’t forbid Snow to do something.”

“You’re her God.”

“She’s godsworn, yeah, but she’s no bondie. She made sure of that. Didn’t she tell you, skraeling, the terms of our bargain?”

“It is enough to know you asked her to swear at all, to save Istel’s life. You bargained well, I think.”

“Had it been you, Veiko, whose life hung in balance—there is no price she would not have paid. You know that.”

Coldly: “She is no fool.”

A second laugh, sharper and shorter. A man could cut himself on the edges. “No, she is not. But she has her blind spots, yeah? Szanys Dekklis is one of those.”

“Snow believes we are allies.”

“Is that what you believe, too?”

“I believe we share an enemy in Tal’Shik.”

“That is not the same thing.” The God rearranged Istel’s features into a scowl. “Szanys Dekklis serves Illharek with a godsworn’s zeal. A republic. A city. An idea. Illharek cannot bargain. Illharek cannot hear prayers.”

“Illharek is the name given to a great deal of stone and too many people,” Veiko said. “Dekklis has no reason to harm Snowdenaelikk, because Snowdenaelikk does not threaten Illharek. Tal’Shik does. So, until that mutual trouble is gone, yes, I do believe we are allies.”

“And after that?”

After that, Veiko reckoned, they would be as safe as Logi’s supper, and last just as long.

Logi’s head came up and pointed at the balcony. That was all the warning Veiko got.

A pair of boots dropped into view. Long legs, in northern leathers. And then the rest of Snowdenaelikk, one liquid drop. “And Dek asked why I didn’t bring Istel along. Because he’s never there, is he? Tell me, Tsabrak, where does Istel go when you’re in residence?”

“He is here.” The God snipped the words close.

“Aware?”

A shimmer of discomfort. “Yes. Lately, more and more.”

“Huh.” Snow quickstepped through the door, into the shadow of the shutters. Tucked in close and peered out again. One breath, two. Then she held up an arm. Briel gusted over the balcony and wrapped tail and talon around her forearm. “I didn’t bargain for Istel’s life so I could watch you wear his skin, yeah?”

“I had business with Veiko. I didn’t plan to be here when you came back.” The God slid a cool look sideways. Said, delicate and accusatory, “I was told you were still on the Arch.”

“She was. She is no longer.” Veiko shrugged. Would not protest his innocence to the God, no, because it was not his duty to report on his partner’s changing location. But he should have known, because Briel should have sent—ah. There. An ache behind his eyes, that he should have noticed and had not. Briel had been trying for his attention, and he had blocked her. Small wonder she hissed at him now, needle teeth white against black gums and tongue.

“I was distracted,” he told the svartjagr. “You see why.”

“Chrrip.” She stretched her wings. Flapped once and made the lamp gutter near to dying, and launched the short distance between Snowdenaelikk and the ceiling beams. She settled among the shadows, two hot coal eyes in the dark.

Snowdenaelikk looked from the God to Veiko and back, long and measuring. Oh ancestors, he could hear the thoughts tumbling through her head. Felt them slithering through Briel’s awareness. Only a fool would interrupt them. Even Logi was too wise to rush at her. Stayed on the floor, tail thumping and sweeping, ears flat, until she bent to greet him. She took the long way around the room, kept the table deliberately between herself and the God. Folded herself onto the bench beside Veiko and slid close, so that her knee and hip touched his.

Then, softly, “What business, exactly? Veiko?”

“The God wishes to warn us that Szanys Dekklis is not our ally.”

“No? Then what is she?”

“Illharek’s,” said the God.

Snowdenaelikk strangled a laugh to death and coughed out its remains. “And stone is hard, yeah? Water is wet? Tell me something new. And give me Istel back, yeah? He knows her better than I do, and I want his opinion.”

“He hears this,” the God said. Sounded sullen, like a child caught in some forbidden activity. He held up his hands, palms naked and spread. “But have it your way.”

And there, oh ancestors. A ripple across Istel’s face, like the bones themselves were moving, like the skin had its own life and breath. Then the features resettled, exactly the same as before. And not, because the eyes were Istel’s again, weary and creased at the edges. The smile was Istel’s, too, crumpled in the corner of his mouth.

“Istel.” A stranger would see Snow, and hear her, smooth and hard as glass. Veiko saw the fine cracks. Suspected that Istel did too.

“Snow. How’d it go up there?”

“Dek wasn’t happy about the head. But she was more worried about me adding highborn to the collection.” Snow’s summer-midnight eyes swept toward Veiko. “She’s got something else in mind for us, yeah? And you won’t like it.”

“Tell me,” he said, while Istel waited.

“She said they made contact with a Talir envoy outside of Illharek. He spiked a bunch of other Taliri as some kind of gesture.” Snow fumbled a stick of jenja out of her pouch. Called fire to the tip, conjured flash and flare. Put the other end in her mouth and pulled deep. Then, in a curl of smoke: “He says there’s a split among the Taliri godsworn. Says that’s why they haven’t come at us yet. Infighting. And he says the leader’s up in Cardik and he thinks we can settle her. He asked for us by name, Veiko. You and me.”

Veiko sighed. “It would not be unwelcome, to breathe clean air.”

“Hard to breathe with metal in your lungs. Or a godfucking pole. We’re talking about Taliri. You know what they do. You’ve seen it.”

Istel snorted. “And you agreed to go? —Give me one of those, yeah?”

She looked at Istel. Got another stick out without breaking eyelock, lit it, stretched her hand across the table. “If this Kellehn is telling truth, then someone has to check the story. The dragon has devoured the north. I speak Taliri. Veiko speaks ghost. Makes sense it’d be us.”

Veiko heard something unsaid. Saw it in the unhappy line of her neck and shoulder, in the way her free hand wandered over the arrows. The jenja burned, forgotten.

Istel made a spitting noise. “Dek threatened you, didn’t she? Or Veiko. Which?”

“Dek doesn’t make threats. She’s just saying no civil war, not yet. She wants me out of Illharek before I start doing your—the God’s work.”

Istel studied his jenja’s smoldering tip. “All right. Then you go north.”

“That Istel talking? Or Tsabrak?”

“That’s sense. You know Dek’s not bluffing. You cross her, she might not kill you, but she’ll do something. Arrest you, maybe.”

“Reckoned that.” Snow blew a long plume of smoke. “Here’s my worry. This Talir toadshit’s not telling the whole truth. The dragon, he said. Well, what if it is a dragon? What if that’s why they’re asking for me? Except I didn’t kill a toadfucking avatar up there in Cardik. I pulled the building down on Ehkla before she finished changing.”

Veiko did not often see fear on his partner’s face. Did not like the matching twinge in his belly or the cold fingers reaching into his chest. He had faced Tal’Shik in her wurm-shape, but only in the ghost roads, and she had nearly killed him then. A wurm in true flesh and blood was legend-stuff.

“Then you be careful,” said Istel. “Dek won’t bend on this. She needs eyes she trusts up there, yeah? That’s you. That’s me saying it. I know Dek.”

“Right.” Snow leaned over and poked the jenja stump through the firedog’s grate. “You feel him up there? The God?”

“More now than I used to. It’s like.” Istel tipped his chin up and frowned. “Like Briel, a little bit. Only he’s more solid. More there. He speaks. She was just impressions.”

Snow picked up one of the feathers. Twirled it between her fingers, so that the plumage stood away from the quill, and smoothed it flat again. “I didn’t know that would happen, Istel. Swear it.”

“It’s better than bleeding out, yeah? I mean that. Both of you, listen. I saw Teslin and Barkett after they died. I walked the ghost roads with you, Veiko. And I saw you come back from being dead.” He stabbed his jenja at Snowdenaelikk. “Saw the look on your face when you sat up. Whatever’s over there, it scared you. This is better. Living. Even with him in there with me—it’s better.”

Snow’s knee slid into Veiko’s and stayed there. He could feel every ridge and bony knob in it. He glanced sidelong. Reached and took the feather from her. Smoothed it and set it back among its fellows. A little ragged already, from all its abuse.

“So, then we leave for Cardik. When?”

Snow twitched a shoulder. “End of the week. It’ll take me that long to settle Ari into playing boss. Dek’s going to miss me. Mark it. We’re gone three days, Ari will be hunting in the Tiers, and in five he’ll be dead.”

“Ari won’t.” Istel crossed to the table and put a foot up on the bench. Crossed both arms on that bent leg and leaned forward. It was not a very Istel gesture. “We’ll be smarter than that.”

“We, is it? Who’s we?”

“You said Dekklis wondered where I was. Maybe I should go see her. Show her I’m fine. Talk to her. Maybe convince her to change her mind.”

“You think she’ll let you hunt godsworn highborn just because you look like Istel?”

“I wasn’t going to ask her permission. And I wasn’t going to tell her about the Laughing God, either.”

Snow flinched. “She has no idea what you are, yeah?”

Istel grinned, close-lipped and tight. “Neither do I. Reckon we can all find out together.”


CHAPTER FOUR

There was a new map on the table, fresh paint smell, hide still crisp and pale. It had belonged to an ox, probably, from the size of it. All of the Illhari Republic was inked out between its edges and the metal weights at the corners. Illharek herself, there in the middle of it, circled in cobalt. That meant a city Below. There were smaller city symbols. Little Riku, without a blue circle, nestled in the red humps and crags of the Redstones, with honest masonry walls because the Redstones were too Wild for conjuring. A little farther south and east, there was Vaasyl, half ringed because Vaasyl divided itself between sky and cavern. The Tano stitched aboveground there, spread wide and brown and ran down toward the plains. Illhari traders had followed it, bringing back stories of a wide expanse of water where the Tano ended, and leagues of grassy flatland. But that had been before the Purge. Might be a crop of villages out there now. Might be whole cities.

Dekklis traced a finger along the roads. There were bloodstone markers on Davni and every other village the Taliri had burned. There was a much larger bloodstone on Cardik’s sigil. Russet and gold, like all the cities, and unringed by blue. The largest city in the Republic, save Illharek, and now it was fallen, dead and empty. Kellehn had reported it unoccupied and abandoned, like Davni. Which meant the bulk of Taliri forces had to be between Cardik and Illharek. A lot of forest there, into which Taliri could vanish in small parties. So ask where the motherless Taliri were. Ask, and wonder, and resist all urges to sweep the map bare out of temper.

“The problem,” she murmured, “is intelligence. We need some.”

Now was the time to miss her old friends. Teslin and Barkett, dead before the Taliri ever got to Cardik. That was an old ache. But Istel was like a hole where a tooth had been. Poke and prod at his memory and wince. All she had now was Rurik.

Rurik might well have understood the joke she’d just made, but the sky would fall before he’d let on. The third son of K’Hess could challenge Veiko for grimness. She had no idea what he did when he wasn’t on duty. She couldn’t picture him playing civilian. She wished, suddenly, that she knew if he’d had a lover in Cardik. Imagined that he might have had some Alvir beauty hidden in the Warren. Dismissed that imagining in the next blink. Deviant Illhari Rurik might be, outspoken and willful. But he was highborn, first and last, and too damn proud for his own good health.

And what are you, Szanys?

Much corrupted, if she was having pity on Rurik for his pride and duty. But she’d had Teslin and Barkett and the rest of the scouts to buffer her own experience. She’d had Istel, hell and damn, to teach her better.

“Indeed,” Rurik said. Solemn blink, solemn blank. “Your heretic’s been gone what, five days?” He jabbed a finger at the map. “She and Veiko will stay off the road. Go overland. The Sixth did, when we came south. And so did you. So, what, ten days to get to Cardik? Assuming they don’t find that army in between.”

“I’m not sure there is an army. I know what Kellehn said. I know what I said, to the Senate. But any Taliri army should have been here by now. They should have—hell. Done more than pick off the summer caravans and burn villages. There should be some sign of that many people.”

“Oh, we have plenty of sign. We have refugees,” Rurik said drily. “Remember, though. The Laughing God was involved in Cardik, too. There was some kind of alliance between him and Tal’Shik. And all we have is that half-blood’s word it’s not happening here, again.”

“Leave it, Rurik. One day you’re promising you’ll help Snow assassinate senators, and the next you’re saying she lied to us.”

“I think she can do both.”

“I have one godsworn’s head in a sack, and no reason to think she’s the only casualty of that little Suburban war. Snow’s no friend of Tal’Shik, which means the God isn’t, either. Not anymore. That’s certain.”

A dozen times Dekklis had argued this same thing with Istel, except then she’d been playing Rurik’s role. Now she was Snow’s defender. She understood the expression on his face, mixed disbelief and disgust, from the inside. Guilt sharpened her voice like a stake. “You agreed with me that she should go north.”

He grunted. “Better go than stay here. She’d have us ankle-deep in blood by now.”

“You believed Kellehn. Hell and damn, K’Hess, you were the one said the Taliri had civil war on their hands. Your advice, to make allies out of them.”

“Maybe I didn’t think you’d listen to me.”

“Toadshit.” He was just bad at waiting, that was all, and good at second-guessing himself. Dekklis recognized that trait well enough. Istel had told her a hundred times she worried too much, thought too much.

Just trust your instincts, Dek.

It’d been her motherless instinct to send Istel into the Suburba after Snow and see what had happened. A partner lost down there, gone feral. Or, if Snow had told truth—afraid to come back.

No, Szanys. Afraid of your Illharek, the one you’re making. Think on that.

“First Legate,” Rurik said, and paused. Cocked his head and frowned.

“What—” she began to say, and then she heard it, too. A commotion on the stairs, Optio Pyatta’s voice echoing off narrow stone walls:

“Listen. I don’t care who you are, but the First Legate and the First Tribune are not to be disturbed!”

And then an accent she had not expected, that made her skin pebble and her stomach tie itself into knots. “They’ll want to see me.”

“Hell they will. Listen, citizen—”

Dek darted across the room. Jerked the door open, just as Istel said, with considerably less good humor, “I’m on orders from the First Legate. Ask her, yeah?”

And then he saw her. His eyebrows rose. Dekklis guessed that she looked different, then. The uniform, maybe. Something. But he looked like Istel. She’d half-expected a ghost-version, all mist and chill, with the wall visible through his outline. But this man was solid and alive. Suburban-dressed. She might’ve passed him on the street and never looked twice, unless he opened his mouth and loosed that Cardik accent.

Optio Pyatta spun and snapped a salute. “First Legate. This man here claims he’s from the Sixth—”

“He is.” Rurik appeared at her shoulder. “That is Second Scout Istel.”

“But he’s not in—” Pyatta crossed stares with Rurik, then snapped her mouth shut. “As you say, First Tribune.”

“Thank you, Optio.” Rurik made a great show of looking Istel over, while Dekklis found wits and tongue and got the latter in service to the former.

“Second Scout,” she said. “I expected your report some time ago.”

“Apologies, First Legate. I was delayed.”

“Evidently.” She traded glances with Rurik. “I’ll hear your report now, then. —Optio, thank you, that will be all.”

Nothing for Pyatta to do but bow and retreat down the steps. Rurik went back inside the office. Istel, after a moment, followed him. Dekklis waited alone on the threshold, telling herself she was listening to be sure that Pyatta had gone. Gossip was already thick around the First Legate. No point in adding to it.

But truth was Dekklis wanted that time—while Pyatta took the steps as if she had gout and five extra decades—to get her own guts under control. Istel in her office. Why now? Ask if Snow had sent him after all, or if he’d come alone.

Yeah, Dek, why don’t you ask? He’s in there.

Because he’d caught her off-guard, and she hated that almost as much as she was happy to see him.

Pyatta was long gone when Dekklis went back inside. There was conspicuous silence in there, too. Istel was looking at the map with apparent interest. Rurik was watching Istel from across the table with more than his usual suspicion.

She shut the door. Resisted the urge to put her back against it. She made herself cross the room and stand beside Rurik. Only then did she say Istel’s name, and only then did he look up at her.

“The hell—” she began, and gave up. “Damn, I’m glad to see you.”

Half a smile, that passed for a grin from Istel. “Likewise.”

“I didn’t think you’d come back. I mean, Snow didn’t say you were coming.”

His face smoothed blank. “Snow knew where I was. And that I was all right. She told you that.”

Rurik interrupted. “Did she send you?”

“No.” The smile crawled back like a three-legged toad on a slick rock. “But what you mean, First Tribune, is am I a spy, and no to that, too. I overheard what you said about Cardik. I can promise you this: the God’s people are not allied with Tal’Shik’s. Not anymore, and not ever again. That was a mistake, and one they will not repeat.”

Ask how the hell he’d heard that, up steps and through a thick wooden door. Dek’s skin prickled again, heat and chill together. Coolly, levelly: “And how do you know that?”

Istel quirked a strange little smile. “I’ve got good authority, yeah?”

“Whose?” Rurik did not have her patience.

“The Laughing God’s, as it happens.”

“Of course. The Laughing God.” Rurik sneered. “Hell and damn. Just say who and rot the games, Second Scout. Was it Snowdenaelikk? Or one of her minions?”

A pause, while Istel regarded Rurik like a soldier should never look at his superior. Dekklis knew that look. Istel angry, Istel moved straight past sense. Last time he’d looked like that, it had been on her orders, and he’d picked a fight with Optio Nezari and damn near beat her blind. There was no motion to violence, this time, but foremothers, the edge to his tone could cut crystal. “When I say the God spoke, First Tribune, I mean that. He can, and does, wear his godsworn’s skin on occasion.”

Rurik flinched, more revulsion than fear. “And what about my brother?”

“K’Hess Soren chooses to stay where he is.”

Rurik scoffed. “In the motherless Suburba, my brother. What, has he found a woman down there?”

“He always wanted to be an apothecary. Now he’s getting the chance to learn.”

That was treading on Rurik’s bruises. Soren was the dutiful highborn second son to House K’Hess, with no choice in what he became: a mother’s property, that was all, meant to serve his House. But K’Hess had let her youngest sons, Rurik and poor dead Kenjak, choose the legions. That was indulgence and scandal, but House K’Hess was old enough and powerful enough to ignore convention. Had Soren been born third, or fourth, he might have been allowed to study at the Academy. But not as the second son. Not even liberal K’Hess would allow that.

“There are more important things than what Soren wants.”

Istel grimaced. “You highborn all sound the same. Except Soren. He’s got sense. Besides.” Istel slid his eyes toward Dekklis. “Didn’t reckon you’d want him back in House Stratka. He comes back up here, he’s living in that household again, a consort all legal and binding. And that House is godsworn, First Tribune. All the daughters, not just your brother’s consort. You knew that, yeah?”

Rurik’s face twisted. “Of course I know. Everyone does, Second Scout, and you would too, if you’d get back to your duties and pull your nose out of the Suburba. You’re still legion. Remember?”

“The First Legate stripped my commission. Or didn’t she tell you?”

This was the reason castration had been the custom in the pre-Purge Republic, and why so few men had gotten past a mila’s rank in the legions. Dek slashed the air between them. “Enough. Soren’s better where he is.” Like chewing slivered glass, saying that out loud. Echoes of motherless Snowdenaelikk, rot her anyway. “Leave it, yeah? And you”—to Istel—“what do you have to report?”

Istel drew himself up. Squared his shoulders. “The God’s cartel is keeping order in the Suburba for the moment. The other cartels are—well. Not friends. But not fighting anymore, either.”

“And the refugees?”

Istel looked grim. “It’s a lot like Cardik down there. Too many people with no place to go. Desperation stinks, Dek, worse than rotting fish.”

That plan again. No surprise. She traded stares with Rurik.

Who said, “We could send troops down there.”

“No reason, unless you want to give desperate people a target.” Istel didn’t even bother with sir. “You send a bunch of highborn in uniforms down there, we’ll have blood in the gutters.”

“Second Scout—”

“No,” Dekklis said, and drew Rurik’s scowl all to herself. “We had trouble enough with that in Cardik, and the Sixth had experience dealing with—” She almost said toadbellies. The Illhari slur rolled around her mouth, familiar as the cave-damp. She hadn’t used that word once, all the years she’d been north. Hell and damn. “—With citizens,” she said firmly, “who aren’t Dvergiri. Istel’s right. We send troopers down there, we’ll bring the riots that much sooner.”

Rurik shook his head. “So what, we leave it to heretics to keep order? Will you be delivering more heads in sacks, Second Scout?”

“You never asked what we did with the rest of Yrse,” Istel said, and the look in his eyes was nothing Dekklis recognized. That was a stranger standing there, with that wire-thin, razor smile.

“Istel,” she said, and the stranger’s eyes snapped to her. A trick of lantern and firedog, that made his eyes look flame-kissed. A prank of shadows, that carved his face into new planes and angles.

Rurik squared to the table. Slammed both hands down on the edge. The map shivered. “We, is it? Are you a heretic now, Second Scout? Is that what I’m hearing?”

It was Istel’s face that tilted toward Rurik. Istel’s anger, settling over features Dekklis knew as well as her own. “What you hear,” he said quietly, “isn’t for me to guess, First Tribune. I only know what I said. And you don’t know what we did with her.”

Rurik puffed up like a cavetoad. Dekklis recalled Teslin’s first words to her, when she’d joined the Sixth.

Hey. First Spear’s got temper, yeah? Don’t you pull it down on us.

Teslin had, more than once. Barkett too. Even Dekklis had. But never Istel. He had better sense than any of them, a better grip on his tongue.

Or had. This Istel had acquired Snowdenaelikk’s manners and a temper to go with them. He might be a match for Rurik. He’d certainly surprised him.

So let them argue. She let the sounds of male conflict wash past her and collect in the cracks between stones. Let her attention slide to the map and the bloodstone markers. Taliri all through the forests, by Kellehn’s report. Godsworn Taliri, in Tal’Shik’s service. Rurik had scattered white quartz pieces, approximating where they might be.

But she might as well stack those quartz chips on Illharek’s sigil, too, pile them high as a miser’s treasure. There was the question to keep her up nights—with Tal’Shik’s godsworn firmly in power in the Tiers, laced through the Senate and the Houses like ivy through stone, what need had Tal’Shik of more burning? Why keep the flow of Illhari refugees running into the Suburba? Disruption and riot now would not serve Tal’Shik, if she wanted to regain full control of Illharek. Time would do that for her. Unless—

“Hell and damn,” she muttered.

Rurik forgot his quarrel with Istel. “What is it?”

“We thought it was a competition, Taliri godsworn against Illhari, but we always figured Tal’Shik would want us to win. But what if she doesn’t? What if she wants Illharek to lose? Maybe that’s been the plan all along. It’s revenge. For the Purge. For throwing her off.”

“Of course it is. Snow told you as much back in Cardik last winter. You just didn’t believe her.” Istel folded his arms. Cocked his hip. Stood there, oh foremothers, just like Snowdenaelikk. “But if you’re good and treacherous, Tal’Shik might let you win. That’s the way she works. You pay enough, she’ll forgive you. Right now, that payment’s all the Republic. Savvy that, Dek? She wants Illharek back. But she wants to make it bleed first, and then beg. The First Tribune’s right. Troops in the Suburba will keep peace. If you’re willing to kill people. If you’re willing to choke the Jaarvi with bodies.”

“That’s dramatic.”

“It’s not. It’s the start of a civil war. It’s what we tried to avoid in Cardik. See how well that worked.” The firelight surged and ebbed across Istel’s face, smearing his features and settling deep in the sockets where his eyes should be. “Before the Purge, that’s what the Senate would’ve done. Proscriptions in the midtowns and the Tiers, arrest and incarceration of the enemies of Illharek. The legions running around and killing on the Senate’s command and keeping order in the Suburba, or some version of order. Only now, the Suburba’s stuffed full of refugees and outlanders. Maybe just miserable people, maybe just normal Illhari who don’t much love you highborn on a good day. All of them rubbing shoulders and whispering. Illharek can’t afford to lose the Suburba. That’s your link with trade, yeah? You can’t afford to lose the docks to fire or riot. Show force, and the whole place will rise up. The only way to deal with the Suburba is quietly.”

“You mean assassination.” Rurik stared at Istel. “Is that your advice, Second Scout? Let Snow’s cartel keep the peace?”

“My advice is—stop the godsworn in the Tiers. Enact your own proscriptions. Do it here, and keep the legions out of the Suburba.”

Rurik threw his hands up. “Now you sound like the half-blood.”

“That’s because Snow’s right. You know she is. You let the godsworn take root up in the Tiers, you won’t get them out.”

“She send you up here to say that?”

“No. She didn’t have to. You think I can’t have an idea of my own? You think everything comes from Snowdenaelikk?” His arrogance dripped away like hot wax. This was her Istel again, whole and entire. “We swore oaths, Dek. Remember? To protect Illharek. What you’re doing here—or not doing—isn’t that.”

Knife-edge moment, with three pairs of eyes making rounds.

“No,” Dekklis said finally. “I hear you, Istel. But I won’t be the one to start a civil war.”

A smirk skipped across Istel’s face like a stone across water. And then the ripples settled, and he was sober-faced Istel again. “Yes, First Legate,” that might mean fuck you. That certainly meant I’ve said my piece. On your head, whatever comes.

She had Istel back, but she did not have her partner. Would not, she thought, ever again. She could mourn that, and might, later and alone, when she was just Dekklis. But now, with Istel and Rurik watching her, she was both First Legate and a Senator. There was a whole city of trouble beneath her, seething amid the Suburba’s walls and warrens.

And Istel had not, Dekklis noted, once denied Rurik’s accusation of heresy. Hell and damn.


CHAPTER FIVE

There were some two dozen Taliri in their escort. They carried bows and spears, some of them; for the others, there were stolen Illhari swords, long plain steel knives, patchwork armor. Raiders, a man might say, if he saw them coming at his village in the dark.

The Talir who had spoken with them—Kellehn the only one, by Veiko’s guess, who had sufficient grasp of Dvergiri to manage conversation—called them, and himself, a’Rhostiddir, and seemed offended that they did not grasp the significance.

A tribe name, Snow had muttered. They name themselves after ancestors, like the Alviri. —Talir just means horse, yeah? Taliri, people of the horse. —You know what a horse is?

Veiko did. Had heard stories from his ancestor, Taru, who had lived when there were such creatures in the world.

Stupid animals, Taru had told him. Delicate. Beautiful. They would eat themselves to death if you let them. Not as quick-footed as a takin, and half the wits. But oh, they could run. They did not deserve what happened to them. And she had added, Your Illhari are stupider than any horse, for having killed them. The spirits do not forget that kind of insult.

The spirits had not. Illhari conjuring would not work here in the Wild. Would cause backlash. So, the Illhari, as a rule, held to their roads and their cities. And the horse people, now horseless, remained merely Taliri to Illhari sensibility, in the same way that Pohja and Jaihnu were collectively skraeling.

A stupid people, your Illhari. Taru had said it more than once, and in several contexts.

They are not mine.

No? Whose food do you eat, Nyrikki’s son? At whose table? Whose bed do you warm?

Taru knew better, on the last. Had been baiting him. He had scowled at her, which made her laugh.

Nyrikki’s son. Veiko. You will make a fine noidghe, but not if you do not also learn honesty. With yourself at least, if not your teacher.

A man, if he had any wits, did not protest otherwise, not to a wise ancestor, not to the only teacher he had. He kept his lips together, and sifted for truth in her baiting later, when he had his whole self in the flesh lands and some leisure for thinking.

This was not one of those times. This was surrounded by

enemies

allies who marched in near-silence, mostly single file, like wolves on the hunt. Half ahead, by his count, and another half behind, with one or two scouting and circling. He and Snowdenaelikk were squarely in the middle of the line, which he did not like. She marched behind him, which made his shoulder blades itch less. But it also meant he had to turn his head to see her, which meant taking his eyes off trail and the Talir who walked in front of him. The trail did not worry him. But the Talir, who had a habit of rolling his own eyes back, while pretending to examine the forest on either side of them, did.

So he walked, eyes on that man, while his mind chased itself like a pup after its tail. They had not taken his weapons or Snow’s, which argued for Dekklis’s impressions of them as allies. But an axe would do him no good against arrows, and the trees here might hide a dozen archers.

From his eyes, he reminded himself. Not from Logi. And Logi was not worried. Ears up, tail curled, nose busy—happy to be outside again, Above, and moving. Briel was not worried either. The svartjagr was also happy to be outside and moving, though less pleased about the daylight. Cutting low, was Briel, dodging among trees. She would not give archers a clear shot at her. Would not etch herself dark and clear against the bright, daylit sky.

So Veiko guessed that Briel did not trust these Taliri either, which meant that Snow didn’t, which was exactly the same as water is wet and stone is hard.

Snowdenaelikk in the Wild had only metal to defend her, unless she called on the God for help. His stomach rearranged itself, thinking on that.

Veiko risked a glance back. Crossed his partner’s stare and raised his brows.

Two bodies could not fit easily abreast on this trail. But they were both tall and narrow and stubborn. She stretched stride and tucked in close to his left side, so that shoulder and hip and thigh brushed as they walked.

“Nothing,” she murmured. “Briel can’t see anything. But I know they’re out there.”

“Allies of these, perhaps.”

“Or not. They’re Taliri.”

There was movement on the trail ahead, a ripple in the line. Snow saw it, dropped back a step, out of his periphery. He thought she might fall in behind him, again, but then she reappeared, a draw-length off his left side, half a step behind.

“Kellehn coming,” she said, pitched for his ears. “Briel says.”

And on the heels of that whisper, Briel’s sending thumped into his skull like a fist. One person looked very much like another to a svartjagr. Two legs, two arms, short neck—that was the usual person-shape in her mind. Someone who mattered—a man, a woman, a dog—would come with flavors and textures, and a sensation for which Veiko did not have a name. The man who had been a hunter would call it scent and have done. But the man who was also noidghe might call it the shape of a soul.

The sending itself was blurry. Medium smudge of medium brown and grey, which matched Kellehn and the color of Taliri clothes well enough. But that smudge came with summer wind laced with smoke, and a pattern of stark shadow with an ominous silhouette, like something jagged lurking out of sight.

And then gone. Veiko blinked, and the path snapped into focus. He blinked a second time and saw Kellehn threading back through the Taliri line like a rock leopard stalking prey. Coming for him, Veiko realized.

“Noidghe,” Kellehn said by way of greeting, and tried to take Veiko’s arm—reached, certainly, and stopped when he slammed into Veiko’s stare.

“Talir,” Veiko said. And amended, “Rhostidd.”

Kellehn bowed a finger’s width. “I would walk with you,” he said in stiff Jaihnu. “There are things I wish to say.” He looked pointedly past Veiko’s shoulder. “For your ears.”

“She is my partner,” Veiko said in Dvergiri.

“Your ears,” Kellehn repeated in Jaihnu. “And only yours, noidghe. Come with me. Please.”

Veiko pretended to consider it for another several steps before he answered. “We can walk here. She does not understand this language.”

“So she tells you. She is Jaihnu.”

Echoes of his own arguments with her, time and again. This time, Veiko played Snow’s part. “She is Illhari. Her mother is Dvergir.”

“I do not speak of the mother.”

That was an Illhari taboo, to acknowledge paternity. To draw attention to it. Veiko felt his skin flush. Knew Snow would see it and wonder. That Briel would feel it, and maybe share the reason, as much as Briel understood it. The svartjagr would pick Kaj’s face out of Veiko’s mind easily enough, and Snow had wit enough to reckon the rest.

“Her father did not teach her this tongue.”

“So she tells you.”

“So I tell you,” Veiko said sharply. Which got Logi’s attention. The dog’s hackles rose. Snow slid a cool blue stare at him and reached down for Logi’s ruff. Took a fistful of fur and held it.

Veiko folded his arms. Stopped, in the middle of the trail, so that the Taliri behind him must either stop or break around him. “I am not a fool,” he said, in Dvergiri again.

“Among my people,” Kellehn answered, also in Dvergiri, “a man who must insist so casts himself in doubt.”

“Her parentage is not in question. How you know her father’s tribe is.”

Snowdenaelikk let go of Logi’s ruff. Stood and came to stand by Veiko. “So, the Taliri have agents in Illharek. That doesn’t surprise me. What I want to know is where.”

Kellehn diverted a glance. A grimace. “We can speak of that another time.”

“Oh. Well. That’s fine, then. I’ll just walk over here, yeah? And pretend you’re not whispering some toadshit to my partner.”

Kellehn’s frown sank into his face, until it looked as if the very bones might melt and twist. “You are godsworn.” His lip curled. “To the Usurper.”

Snow snorted. “Foremothers’ own sake, Kellehn. The God isn’t listening.”

“Are you certain? Can you be?” Kellehn looked at Veiko. “Can you?”

A question Veiko had asked both himself and Taru, more than once. And more than once, Taru had told him:

The oaths between the Dvergiri and their spirits are not well known to me. Ask her, Nyrikki’s son, for those details, if you think she will tell you. Or trust her wits and her word.

Snow would not lie to him. He believed that. And trust his partner’s wits, yes, he did that, too, though she had made her bargain with the God while Istel lay dying. When she thought that bargain might be her best and only way to stop Tal’Shik. She said that the God could not wear her skin, but she had said nothing about the God listening through her ears.

And if that were true, well, it would not matter whether Snow heard whatever secrets Kellehn had from Kellehn or from Veiko, because he would tell her what Kellehn said, and then the God would know them anyway.

“She is my partner,” Veiko told Kellehn, “and she is Illhari. You asked for Illhari help. You asked for her. Why should you cast it away now?”

Almost pleading now: “What I have to say is for a noidghe’s ears.”

“Snowdenaelikk is noidghe by my people’s reckoning,” Veiko added, as Kellehn gaped at him: “She has crossed the black river and returned. I was her guide.”

Kellehn sighed. Gave up the argument and bowed his shoulders. “On your head,” thrust out in Jaihnu, like a knife in the ribs. And then in smooth Dvergiri:

“I have heard a tale. A year ago, one man killed another with an axe. The killer was a crofter’s youngest son, who earned his way as a hunter. The man he killed was the chieftain’s oldest son and heir. The hunter fled the village before anyone knew of the crime.”

There was no air at all in the forest. None in his lungs. Veiko’s left hand felt cold, where it hung between him and Snow. He let it fall. Let it curl into a fist. “My partner knows this story.”

“And does she also know that the chieftain offers reward for any word of you? Does she know that he has sent his men out to hunt you? They describe you well. A tall man with Jaihnu hunter’s braids, carrying axe and bow. They say he has two dogs, one grey and one red as a fox, though I see only the second. The whole valley knows your offense, every settlement and hut and village between the glacier and the Illhari border. You are to be shown no kindness, given no aid. Any man who finds you has leave to kill you, without penalty.”

It was not unexpected. It was better news than he’d feared. A man had nightmares, sometimes, that his whole family had suffered for his crime. Father and all his brothers dead, mother and sister sold into thralldom. This was far, far better.

“And.” Kellehn paused. “They say that Nyrikki claims only three sons now.”

Also not unexpected. But it hurt, and hollowed him out at the same time. Left nothing but sand and stones in his throat.

Snow peered into his face. “Veiko?”

“I am dead. To the family, and to the clan. They will have agreed to that, to avoid a bloodfeud. That was wisdom. That was.” A breath. “What I had hoped they would do.”

“Toadshit,” so calmly, so without expression, that Veiko knew she was truly angry. Her fingers closed on his wrist. Stiff-armed, as if she meant to prevent him from going anywhere. There was no need. Veiko was as rooted as the trees around him. “Kellehn. Why the fuck do the Rhostiddir care if Veiko killed a thief? It’s not your business, yeah? You or your tribe’s.”

“A thief, was he?” Kellehn’s brows rose and sank. “Perhaps. But you are right, godsworn. We did not care. We were not hunting an outlaw. His chieftain sent men out to find him and some of them came to our camp before the first snow. We were not the only tribe they visited. There were many tribes nearby at that time.” His gaze sought Veiko’s. “Do you understand?”

“You mean the godsworn tribes.” The words fell out of Veiko’s mouth like stones. “The Taliri who follow Tal’Shik.” Hesitate, and imagine the old ache returned to his leg. “Ehkla’s tribe was among them.”

A breath, held too long. Kellehn let it out in a gust. “Yes.”

“My thanks,” said Veiko, because that was the correct thing to say. And then he closed his eyes. Sought the darkness on the other side, and the grey that lingered on the borders of that darkness. The ghost roads were a step sideways, and the glacier’s cold, constant breath.

He took that step.

The forest faded. A woman waited on the glacier, wearing silver-shot hunter’s braids, her eyes the color of Illhari witchfires.

“I am no longer Nyrikki,” he said.

Taru was not smiling at him, but Taru rarely did.

“Fool,” she said, which was also normal. “I call you Nyrikki’s son, and so you are, until you choose another name.”

“Then you knew.”

“Of course I did, and what of it? I am Pohja, and your great-grandmother was my youngest daughter. No Nyrikki can cast you out of my family.”

“Why did you not tell me?”

“To what end? You are noidghe, whatever your name. A better thing to ask is how this Talir found you so easily.”

Taru put her hand out then and pushed him. Felt like a hammerblow, if the hammer was ice and not iron. He staggered back into a summer afternoon’s heat. Into the buzzing of insects and wind through evergreen branches. Into the gut-deep shiver that said he was losing balance, his knees gone to water and his head spinning. He caught breath and self before his knees crumpled. Opened his eyes on a sun-spangled forest, the light shifting as the trees moved in the breeze. To a partner’s worry, and a partner’s two hands on him. A fistful of sleeve in her right hand, a left-handed grip on his armor, fingers pushed into a gap between strips of leather. Her back to Kellehn, oh ancestors, and unguarded, for his sake.

No. Not unguarded. Briel brushed his awareness. Wings passed overhead, leather flap that made Kellehn glance up. And there was Logi, too, alert and angry. Let the Talir move, he might regret it. Kellehn showed no inclination to it at the moment. Looked thoughtful, like a man who has found a new tool and has to reckon the best way to use it.

“I do not,” Veiko said slowly and clearly, “owe debt for this knowledge. But I will remember the kindness of your telling.”

Snow let go of Veiko’s sleeve and shoulder. Stepped around and in front of him, so that Veiko had to look past the rings in her ear to see Kellehn’s face shift into wariness and the first leakings of alarm. “Fuck your gifts. Tell me something, if you want to talk. How do you know the chieftain’s men came to Ehkla’s tribe? You weren’t there.”

Kellehn’s mouth pulled into a grimace, as if the words tasted bad. “I was, and I heard what they said.”

That led to another look traded between partners, to a knot and chill in Veiko’s guts. Slowly, “Does that mean you were part of Ehkla’s tribe?”

“Yes.” Kellehn looked as if he smelled something unpleasant. “She was born a thrall. The daughter of an Illhari taken in battle years ago. One of dozens of half-blood children. She made friends of the thralls first. Then the women. Then she murdered our noidghe. By the time we realized how much power she had, it was too late to stop her.”

Snow laughed, sharp and raw. “Fucking careless, yeah, to let that happen.”

“There was no let,” Kellen hissed. “Men who opposed her died, and those who helped her prospered. But more than that, godsworn. She promised us revenge on the Illhari.”

“Oh, I bet she did. Fucking idiot to believe her, yeah?”

Veiko put his left hand out. Hold in that gesture, and wait. Snow wrung herself back to silence. “Then what?”

The Talir gifted him with a flat-lipped smile. “Then you killed Ehkla. Some of us have taken our freedom back. The rest of the tribe remains with her successor.”

“So, Tal’Shik’s been planning this Taliri toadshit a long time,” Snow said. “Since Ehkla’s childhood.”

Kellehn peeled a smile. “Not just Tal’Shik. Do you think it was accident that you found Veiko in the forest when you did? Do you think your God did not plan that meeting?” Kellehn turned toward Veiko. “Do you believe it was chance that you found her?”

“If it was the God’s plan, it went poorly. Neither Tal’Shik nor the Laughing God have been pleased with our partnership thus far, so if it was their intent that we come together, then it is also their regret that we have done so. But you still have not said why you require a noidghe’s skills.”

“Nor,” Snow muttered, “how you know I killed Ehkla.”

“The answer to both is the same.” Kellehn paused, as if gathering courage along with his breath. “There are many dead in Cardik. They have many tales to tell about you, godsworn. And they are asking for you, Veiko Nyrikki, by name.”


CHAPTER SIX

Optio Pyatta poked her head into Dekklis’s office. “First Legate. Your appointment is here.”

It was Pyatta’s business to know that, down to the candlemark. She attended to the First Legate’s schedule with determined good cheer, since the First Legate was also a senator and had more than the usual number of appointments. Dekklis might have used her mother’s office, in House Szanys, to conduct business. Might have lived there, too, among her surviving sisters, with a staff of bondies and servants and the House consorts. Might have even added to those consorts, with alliances of her own. Foremothers defend. She had offended her sisters, insisting on apartments at the garrison. Astonished the Senate, too. These quarters consisted of an office and small sitting room in one, with a separate bedchamber. Hardly luxurious for someone who had agreed to two prominent Illhari titles and all their attendant responsibilities.

Word you want is inherited, Dek. You killed Maja to get here.

Sororicide, like matricide, was an old Illhari tradition, largely fallen into disuse since the Purge. Most families passed on their inheritance these days by waiting for a natural death. Old age. Disease. Injury.

Seems pretty natural someone might die from a sword through the chest, yeah?

Never mind Dekklis had never planned to become Senator Szanys. Three elder sisters should have guaranteed that she wouldn’t. But the first and third had no interest in

their duty

the seat, and Maja—well. Maja was rotting in the Szanys family crypt right beside their murdered mother. Dekklis wondered if ghosts could carry on blood feud with each other. Veiko would probably know, would probably tell Dekklis if she asked him. Which was exactly the reason she hadn’t.

Optio Pyatta tried again. “First Legate? What shall I tell the domina?”

Go away wasn’t acceptable, although Dekklis was tempted to try it. She could get herself a reputation for being difficult. Temperamental. Like K’Hess Rurik’s reputation, when he’d commanded the Sixth. When he’d commanded her.

She’d never thought she’d miss living in Cardik’s barracks. Stone floors, wood walls, smoke collecting in the eaves because Cardik’s garrison was Alviri-built, not Illhari, and so had a firepit in the middle of the thrice-cursed floor instead of a firedog. Or, foremothers defend, the tents they’d lived in during winter maneuvers. A whole day marching in snow, so that sweat soaked the underlayers and froze to frost on the wool tunic. And at the end of that day, four bodies crowded under canvas, gear hanging off the cross-poles, more often than not wet seeping in from the edges. Rurik, First Spear then, and closest thing in Dek’s world to god, marching up and down the camp alleys, poking his face in for inspections.

Less than a year before, all of that. She’d seen real gods in that interim. The Laughing God wearing a man’s body, crossing metal with Snow and dying on Istel’s blade.

And she’d seen Rurik’s fall from godhood to mere mortal. To her second, her bodyguard, shifting weight from one foot to the other on the unforgiving stone floor, under the unkind weight of formal legion armor. She’d asked him once to sit down and damn near lost her nose for it. The man could bite harder than Veiko’s dog.

He stood in the corner and waited, like Pyatta, for her attention. Watched, like Pyatta, his eyes on her like weights, except Pyatta was expectant and Rurik was—hell. Angry. Unhappy. Impatient.

Bored.

At least as frustrated as she was, by the morning’s Senate session. It had been very well attended, like svartjagr to an elk’s corpse. Senators had svartjagr manners, too. Dive and pick and poison whatever they touched.

Godsworn were an open secret now in the Senate. And tempting as it was to blame the rancor and division on their presence, it was only the latest excuse. There were, and always had been, trade conflicts and rivalry and simple personal dislike. The Republic hadn’t had real trouble in recent memory. The Alviri tribes had long been broken and docile, huddling in their villages. They hated their conquerors, yes, but they were not refusing to trade. And more came to Illharek each year and took the citizen’s ink. The worst and most pernicious trouble for years had been Taliri raiders, but they’d been like weather in most senators’ eyes. Bad in their season and place, but confined to the borders; the Sixth Cohort in the north and the Third Cohort in the east had been able to handle them. Illharek herself had had no natural enemies.

Until now.

She needed a report from Snow with Taliri troop-counts and placements. Some report how Cardik looked, how much was left. Needed proof, for a Senate whose majority had never set foot beyond their estates, why the remnants of the Sixth should go north again. At least she knew where the Taliri had been all summer. Fighting among themselves. Good. Let them keep fighting.

Dekklis heaved up a sigh. A scowl. Looked at Pyatta as if her optio was the personal architect of all the world’s misfortune.

“All right. Who is this person who so badly needs my time?”

“Toer Velaan, First Legate. She has—” Pyatta drew a deep breath “—an appointment.”

Toer. From the First Tier, old family, fallen on hard fortune. Dekklis narrowed her eyes and glared and hoped that Pyatta mistook the glare for displeasure instead of a frantic effort to recall why, exactly, the Toer fortune had failed. Was it trade? Or bad harvest? Or bad management? Or—

“Toer. One of four Houses to vote against every single one of the Reforms.” Istel’s voice, out of the corner closest to the chamber’s one window. Istel, who had waited with the bondies and the servants, out on the Senate plaza, and escorted her back here to her garrison apartment. He wore plain northern scout’s armor, leather and metal stitched together in segments. Out of fashion here in Illharek, out of function, too. What use for archers in the Below? What use a scout in a city whose crannies had been settled and explored generations before?

What use, he had asked her, one more legion guard in a metal shell? Fuck and damn, Dek, at least I can move if it comes to a fight.

Point, made and granted. Even Rurik had agreed. Rurik had expressed a not-so-private wish that he too might dispense with the polished nonsense he wore. Rurik might also wish he could skip the Senate sessions. But Dekklis had defied the custom that said uncut men did not stand in the Senate, and thus her military, highborn second attended with her. Even if that meant he wore the stupid armor.

Small wonder she’d had no luck with the traditionalists. Of which Toer was one, radically so. And this woman wanted to see her now, with an appointment.

She would ask Istel later where he’d gotten his knowledge of Illhari politics. Who he’d been talking to. Probably K’Hess Soren.

“First Legate,” Pyatta said again, and this time Rurik added an improper, informal, irritated

“Dekklis.”

Istel only smiled, a strange little curl to his mouth he’d brought back from the Suburba.

Dekklis flipped her hand at Pyatta. “Send her in.” Added, “Please,” to Pyatta’s stiff back, and threw “Thank you” after that. Pile the courtesies on at the end to cover the earlier lapse. Right.

So your reputation grows, First Legate.

Toer Velaan looked every bit the highborn daughter. Silk robe hanging off her tall frame, silk trousers, silk slippers. The robe hung open at the shoulder so no one might miss the Toer sigil on her skin. Fine inkwork, unusually ornate. Curls and whorls around the sigil itself, in a shade only three or four shades lighter than Velaan’s skin, so that it looked like shadows and mist around the Toer mark.

Velaan bowed. “My thanks, First Legate, for seeing me.”

“Your mother could have come herself.” That would have been proper. So would inviting Velaan to sit down, which Dekklis pointedly did not. Politics was a dance. That was the popular analogy. Step and spin and counterstep to a rhythm Dekklis did not feel. Better to call it a battle, because there were blades and sharp edges, and one misstep meant your blood on the stones.

Oh, dramatic, Dek.

But not inaccurate. Not given Illharek’s history.

Velaan dragged her gaze from Rurik to Istel. Shook her head. “No, First Legate. She could not.”

“You object to my First Tribune and the Second Scout. I assure you, their presence is quite within the bounds of Illhari law.”

“Yes, but.” Velaan inclined her head. “It would be uncomfortable, for my mother. She would find them a distraction. And she did not think you would hear her, if she came herself.”

“Because she would have asked me to send them away and I would have refused and she would have stormed out of here. How wise, your mother, to send you instead.” The headache thumped behind Dekklis’s eyes. She gritted her teeth. Leaned forward. Folded her hands on the desk. “What are Toer’s concerns, that Toer’s matron is too squeamish to voice in front of whole men but which she can send her daughter to discuss?”

Dekklis watched the darkening creep from Velaan’s cheeks to her neck and farther down. Anger. Embarrassment. Maybe both. Neither leaked into her voice.

“She is concerned, First Legate—many of us are—about the unrest in the Suburba.”

“The unrest.”

“There have been reports of violence. Murders.”

“Reports? From whom, these reports?”

“Our bondies. Servants.”

Of course. Because Toer would not dirty its slippers descending below the Riverwalk. “So, you are coming to me with reports from your collared bondies, Domina. About murder. In the Suburba.”

“Hardly unusual,” Rurik murmured.

Velaan ignored him. “Perhaps the legions would be better deployed down there. To keep order.”

“This was a topic in session today. It’s been debated.” By your betters, she did not say aloud. Nor did she add to no good resolution. A not-insignificant alliance of Senators who wanted troops in the Suburba against those who wanted the legions on the roads, which meant loud arguments and no settlement and a First Legate out of patience with all of them.

Which Toer Velaan must have known before coming there.

“Your mother has already made her arguments,” Dekklis said, when Velaan did not add anything. “Unless you have come with new proposals, in which case I would ask why your mother does not raise them in the next session.”

That, the opening Toer Velaan had been waiting for. Toer wanted to play politics. Toer thought it had something the First Legate would value, something she would not want turning public. Some bribe, perhaps, or some attempt at threat or coercion.

Velaan’s chin came up. “I—we, my House—know that there are those in the Senate who do not value Illhari traditions. We know that there are, ah, opportunists who see only profit in the Suburba, instead of corruption.” Drawing more breath, gathering momentum to strike.

Counterstrike.

“Corruption, now, is it?” Dekklis maneuvered her lips into a little smile. “Toer Velaan. Please, sit down.”

Which Velaan had to do, and for which she must dip another bow. This one was not as deep, barely an adequate thanks, from subordinate to superior. Velaan was irritated. Good.

Dekklis sat back. Folded her hands across her belly, conscious that she wore no armor, not now, because even First Legates did not attend Senate sessions in steel. She might as well be naked for all the comfort this damned robe offered. She waited a beat, then two, while Toer sat stiff and impatient. Then, with a nod’s thinnest shadow: “Please. Continue.”

“Corruption,” Toer said, as if there had been no interruption. “Yes, First Legate. The murders are not simple crime. There are citizens dying. Good Dvergiri. Honest women. A butcher named Yrse with whom my House does business in the Abattoir is one such. She has disappeared and her body has not been found.”

Or her head, I’ll wager.

“Is Toer petitioning me to send troops down to search for this woman?”

“You would search for a corpse. They say her house looked like an abattoir itself. That there was blood on the walls and the floor, and not enough left of any one corpse to tell who had died or how many.”

“Your bondies told you this? Or did you see it yourself?”

Toer leaned forward. “It is plain talk in the street! Go down there, First Legate, walk through the Abattoir, and listen.”

“As you no doubt have done yourself. No. Wait.” Oh, command’s privilege, to raise a hand and hear only silence. That hadn’t ever worked on Istel or Rurik. But Toer’s daughter stopped, mid-breath.

“You know the cartels keep order in the Suburba. And yes, I see what you mean to say—they are gangs. They are sometimes”—swallow distaste and just say the word, hell, it was language Toer understood—“toadbellies and criminals. But they keep order in the streets, better than the legions can. They keep the violence from crossing the Riverwalk and climbing into the Tiers. Tradition says we don’t care what they do to each other, so long as the goods come off the barges and the Arch’s shops are well stocked. Who’s to say your butcher wasn’t involved in some cartel dispute over territory?”

“Because she was killed inside her own house, First Legate. The door showed no signs of damage. Yet someone got inside.”

“Perhaps she opened the door to someone she thought was a friend. She wouldn’t be the first to let her own death in the front door.”

“Witnesses said there were only screams and blood from inside. No sounds of battle. Nothing natural can do that.”

Natural. Oh, here it came. Dekklis steepled her hands. “Are you saying there was a conjuror involved? Because alleging Academy involvement in a cartel dispute requires that I summon a representative from the Adept Council.”

“No. No. I am saying what my mother is too afraid to say in the Senate: that by ignoring our traditions, we have encouraged the lowborn and the toadbellies to do the same. There are heretics in the Suburba, First Legate. Of that, I have proof.”

And foremothers, hadn’t Dekklis gone to Rurik with a speech very similar last winter? Hadn’t she faced him across a room much like this and explained the trouble brewing in Cardik’s Warren? Citizens dying, she’d said. And then, heretics, the word meant to shock and horrify all good Illhari. She ignored Rurik’s impolite snort, felt Istel’s gaze on the back of her head, kept her gaze firmly on Toer.

“I assume by heretic, then, you mean godsworn. But to which god? Because I understand Tal’Shik has made a comeback in Illharek these days.”

Blink. Naked surprise on Velaan’s face.

First blood.

“Surely, your mother and her allies know that godsworn were very much involved in Cardik’s trouble this winter. They should know. My First Tribune delivered his report to the Senate just this spring. The consul had him arrested—on the advice, as I recall, of your mother among others. And now you come to me with talk of heretics as if it’s some novel occurrence? You need better spies, Toer Velaan.”

“I am not talking about Tal’Shik’s worship. I am talking about the Laughing God, First Legate. He is an enemy of Illharek. He was our enemy before the Purge, and now he has returned.”

“Oh,” Istel murmured. “I don’t know. I don’t think he ever really left.”

Velaan twitched as if he’d spat on her. Arrowed such a look of hate that Dekklis imagined blisters rising on Istel’s skin. “Even,” she said thickly, “even the First Legate’s man knows the truth of it.”

“Oh. I do not doubt my man’s wisdom. Or your mother’s. I believe completely and without reservation that the Laughing God does, indeed, have godsworn in the Suburba.”

Foremothers defend us from youth. That was triumph on Velaan’s face. “Then you must understand why we cannot trust the cartels to keep order any longer. We must send the legions into the Suburba. We must eradicate the God’s people.”

“I must remind you, Toer Velaan, that I am one voice in the Senate. As is your mother. If you have real proof, or she does, then Toer can produce it. I won’t block a debate. So. There. Your errand is complete.”

Velaan drew a deep breath. Smiled, poison-sweet. “No, First Legate. It is not.”

“No? Then what? Shall I send the legion without the Senate’s permission?”

“If you lent your voice to the argument, as First Legate and not merely senator, our case would be stronger. You are the commander of our legions. If you said that the soldiers should go—”

“Then there would be one more voice shouting in the curia. No. There should be proof. Which your mother no doubt has. And which she has good reason not to produce, too, one imagines, because it will implicate her, as well.”

Velaan blinked. “First Legate, I—”

“Be quiet.” There came a time in a fight when you got tired of strike and counterstrike, blows traded with no decision, a time when you wanted the fight over. When you struck, and struck hard—

“Tell me something, Toer Velaan. Why should I mind the Laughing God’s people in the Suburba, when I have Tal’Shik’s all through my Senate? Are they not also heretics?”

—and hoped the other would yield ground.

Velaan’s fists clenched in her lap. “I don’t know anything about Tal’Shik’s godsworn.”

Drive her back. Disarm her. Finish this.

“Do you not? Surprising. Because they’ve been doing a fine job, until late, of controlling the God’s people. Or did your sources in the Suburba fail to report the murders last winter of several Illhari citizens? Some of them died quite spectacularly. Impaled. I’m sure there was talk. And then there’s the matter of those missing consorts last winter, all from Reform Houses, all contracted to and living with traditional Houses when they disappeared. No. I think the problem we have is not the Laughing God, it’s godsworn in general, and Tal’Shik’s in particular, and I think your mother knows very well who they are.”

Foremothers, you could cut that silence. Thick and toxic as burning pitch. Velaan’s face did not move, but her hands flexed and wriggled like angry spiders.

Then, just as Rurik shifted weight and took a step, just barely louder than the creak and clank of his armor, Velaan said, “I see that other rumors are true, Szanys Dekklis. You’ve allied yourself with the heretics.”

Dekklis held up a hand. Felt, rather than heard, Rurik stop. Matched Velaan’s tone. “Allies? No. I’m not playing favorites.”

“You would be wiser if you did.”

Metal whispered a handslength out of its sheath. “Is that a threat against the First Legate, Toer Velaan?”

Velaan’s gaze shifted sharply. Her lips pursed. “There was a time an uncut man did not bear arms in Illharek. There was a time a man would die if he showed metal to a woman.”

“There was a time,” Rurik snapped, with all his old arrogance, “that Tal’Shik’s godsworn died because men killed them.”

Too much, too far.

Time enough to realize that, to wish Rurik silent. Then Velaan lifted her hand, palm up. There was a sigil inked onto her palm, blood-black, in a shape Dekklis recognized. Just as she recognized the violet fire that licked through Velaan’s fingers.

Godmagic.

Dekklis slung the wax tablet across the desk. Didn’t wait to see if she hit. Snatched up the stylus and came off her stool and dropped behind the desk. Wondered if mere wood and stone would stop godmagic, wondered what the hell a stylus would do against godsworn flesh, promised herself that this was the last time she’d conduct meetings in robes, and rot tradition.

Sure, Dek, because there won’t be a next time if you die now.

She hit the floor, hands and knees, as godmagic howled overhead. As Rurik did, a moment later—raw sound, half rage and half hurt. Dekklis saw his body fly up as if snatched from behind by a huge hand. Saw him twist and spin and slam, face and blade first, into the wall nearest the window, hard enough that the shutters rattled. He slid down, limp. Left a thick smear on the stone, red as Dek’s vision. She came over the desk, stylus held like a knife in her off hand. It felt like she was moving through cold mud, thick and slow. Battle-time. Too much time, to see Velaan turning toward Istel, to see Istel moving to meet her. He had empty hands,

draw a weapon

one arm out for warding, the other knotted as if he meant to strike her on the chin.

kill her, Istel

Time to wish it, that was all. Then Istel’s outstretched hand clawed and clenched and caught Velaan by the throat. Velaan arched and gasped. Came off her toes, slowly, as the muscles in Istel’s arm bulged and strained. Then his empty hand thrust forward, fingers stiff. Paused and then parted Velaan’s robes, her flesh. Fresh red, splash and coppery stink. And fast, oh foremothers, fast. Velaan had no time to shriek. She jerked like a fish on a line as Istel’s fist clenched somewhere inside her chest. Blood erupted from her lips, her nose, eyes and ears, what was he doing to her?

Her feet touched the floor then and time resumed. Velaan’s body—because she was dead, foremothers, yes—crumpled wetly to the tiles.

Dekklis dropped the stylus and went toward Rurik. Steady steps, because it would feel too much like she was running away from the mess behind her if she moved faster. He wasn’t dead. Bleeding from the scalp, and his headache would surpass hers—but no broken neck. Heartbeat fluttering in his throat.

She wished for Snow again, whose chirurgery knew more than Dek’s own battle-instincts. At least Rurik had landed on his back. She wouldn’t have to roll him over. Snow had told her once that moving a body could do more damage, sometimes, if there were things broken on the inside.

Dekklis eased the buckles on Rurik’s armor. Pushed her hands under the metal. Dented. Scarred. All that polished beauty gone and ruined, new work for the smiths and bondies. But his ribs felt solid under that. His chest moved, and there was no bubbling in his throat or lungs.

“Pyatta!” she yelled. The door slammed open. She didn’t look up, kept shouting orders, because that was what First Legates did. “Send for Adept Belaery.”

Pyatta must be gaping. Too quiet otherwise. No slapping feet, no breathless yes with or without a First Legate to follow. “Damn your motherless hide, go.”

That got a gurgled sir and the appropriate scrabbling sound.

“He’s all right.” Istel came around the desk. Looked down at her, Istel-cool. “It was a good throw you made with that tablet. You distracted her. Deflected the worst of the blast, or he’d probably be dead.”

Istel was empty-handed, dear foremothers, gore to his fucking elbow, calm as if he hadn’t just—

“The hell was that? What did you do?”

He raised a brow. “Saved your life. Killed Toer Velaan.”

“You put your hand through her. Grabbed her—what, heart? How did you do that?”

His eyes narrowed. “Leave it, Dek. Please.”

“Toadshit.” There wasn’t air left in the room. She tried to breathe, tried to fill lungs gone dry and empty. “Tell me what you did. Tell me how. Did Snow teach you that?”

“No. Not Snowdenaelikk.” He sighed. “It’s not conjuring, Dek. It’s godmagic.”

“She taught you godmagic?”

“Not her, no. The Laughing God.” Almost Istel’s old smile. Except that wasn’t Istel looking back at her. His face, his voice—but not him. A partner knew it. “I’m his avatar, Dek.”

Avatar. She knew the word. That was what Ehkla had aspired to be, what Snow had almost made her. The living vessel for a god.

“How did this happen? Hell and damn, Istel—”

“Snowdenaelikk—”

“I will kill her.”

“—saved my life last spring. When the godsworn took Veiko, I was with him. Took a gut wound, yeah? She couldn’t save me. The God could, but this was the price. He can borrow me sometimes. Or we share. Anyway. If she hadn’t agreed, you’d be dead right now, right along with me.” Tight little smile, weirdly both Istel and not. “Shut it, Dek. Listen, and I’ll tell you everything.”

She wasn’t at all certain she understood, when he was finished—gods devoured, ghosts stitched into flesh. That was Veiko’s sort of toadshit. Snowdenaelikk’s. Not hers, hell and damn. She was legion, scout, soldier. But she had walked the ghost roads. Had fought beside her dead friends in Cardik’s streets.

“Heresy,” she muttered. “Hell and damn, Istel. —I can still call you that, yeah? Or do you prefer a different name?”

That hurt him a little. The wince settled between his brows, twisted his mouth down at the corners. “I am Istel.”

“And Tsabrak. And the Laughing God.” She rocked back on her heels. Watched Rurik breathe. She envied him, missing all this. Cursed him, too, because she’d have to repeat it all later. “Would you have told me if this hadn’t happened?”

“No. Maybe. I hadn’t figured out how.”

“So, this.” She waved at Toer Velaan. “This wasn’t the God’s plan, to kill her.”

“No.”

“Because you just killed a Senator’s daughter. That’s not going to disappear.”

“She was godsworn, and she would have killed you.”

Truth. Dekklis shook her head anyway. Pressed both fingers to Rurik’s throat to give herself something to do. Steady heartbeat. Slow. She willed her own to match it.

Istel took Velaan’s hand. Rolled it over, palm up. The ink seemed like fresh blood against her black Dvergir palm. Livid. Wet. Tal’Shik’s sigil.

Gently, softly, Istel’s voice, but not quite Istel’s accent: “If she’d tried to kill you with plain metal, I’d still be plain Istel to you. But godmagic’s not fair, Szanys Dekklis, and I can’t let you die.”

Dekklis stared at the corpse on the tiles. Pretty little thing, Toer Velaan. Death stripped her back to a very young woman, face still soft on the edges, adult bones sheathed in baby fat. A woman who hadn’t spent years in the legions might be fooled by that youth. Might feel a tweak of remorse in her chest, and doubt.

She tasted the bitter in her throat. “Pyatta will have to check hands now, before anyone comes in.”

“Keep a supply of wax tablets on your desk, should you need to throw them.”

“Hell and damn, Istel.” Because that was her partner, arid and deadpan, hip propped on the desk. “Let me see your hands.”

He showed her both. “Not godsworn, Dek. Snow wears that mark. I don’t.”

“No. I suppose the God has no need to mark himself.”

“I’m not the God,” he began. Stopped, as there came knocking at the door, and Pyatta’s voice.

“First Legate, the adept is here.”

“Let her in.”

Belaery had a way of coming into a room, all sweep and arrogance. Started to come into this room that way, too, and got exactly one step. Pyatta couldn’t even shut the door behind her. Belaery couldn’t shut her mouth.

“Come in, Adept,” Dek said. “K’Hess Rurik needs your help.”

Dek wished for Snow, who would not waste time staring at carnage. But grant Belaery some praise that she recovered quickly. Quick breath, in and out, and she came and knelt at Rurik’s shoulder and did the same things Dekklis had.

“Nothing broken.” She peeled his eyelid open. “No concussion.”

Dekklis folded her arms tight across her ribs. Squeezed until the bones creaked. “Where is he?”

Almost comical, the look Belaery gave her. “What? He’s right here.”

“I mean his...” Foremothers. Alien word, that felt strange on her tongue. “Soul. Spirit.”

Belaery stared at her. “I’m an adept. I am not a, a—”

“Noidghe,” Istel said. He was looking like someone else again. Tsabrak, maybe, in those twin arched brows. “You’ve been talking to Veiko, Dek.”

“Snowdenaelikk, not Veiko. And I’ve been reading.” Dekklis pulled a breath and held it. “Toer tried to kill me, Adept. Motherless godsworn tried to kill me and Rurik both.” That was anger, hot and welcome. Like armor, against the greater wit of fear. “I want him back.”

“The hell do you want me to do?” Belaery said, exasperated. “You sent the experts on that particular heresy north.”

“I didn’t think I’d have godsworn in my office!”

But Snow had warned her, hadn’t she. Snow had said, strike first.

“Shut it, both of you.” Istel came around the desk. Squatted beside Belaery and touched Rurik’s forehead with two bloody fingers. “He’s not—lost. He’s there. But you’re wrong, Adept. He is concussed. He’ll be sorry to wake up. —Careful, Dek,” and Istel heaved Rurik onto his side, just as the other man to choked into consciousness and promptly vomited a thin stream of bile that barely missed Dek’s boot.

Hell if she minded. Hell if she didn’t want to shout like a child and clap her hands and thank forbidden gods for K’Hess Rurik’s life. Well. One of those she could do.

“Thank you,” she said to Istel, who shrugged.

And to Rurik, “Are you all right?”

A stupid question, but it was the best way to gauge truth. Rurik squinted as if he stared into full sun. Grimaced and spat. “The fuck happened?”

“Toer was godsworn. She hit you with—something. Istel took her down.”

Rurik dragged a cool gaze across Istel, that was all, taking measure.

“My thanks, Second Scout.”

Istel bowed, as was proper, fist to his shoulder. “My pleasure, First Tribune.”

“Huh.” Rurik had moved to sitting. Tried to stand now, and grimaced as Dekklis took his arm. “What now?” as she pulled him upright. Level stare, like Veiko might look at her. His breath was sour, one more offense in a day full of them.

Her hands shook, post-battle tremors. She made them into fists. “Toer’s not the only tainted House.”

Rurik shrugged. “We’ve known that.”

“I arrest them, the godsworn will see it as war. They’ll hit back.”

“Then get them all, or as many as you can, in the first strike.”

Proscriptions, he meant. Send the legions into the Tiers, which hadn’t been done since the Purge, and scour the Houses.

“The Academy will support that decision.” No sign of weakness now. Hard-eyed Belaery, whose ears glittered with rings. “The Council of Adepts will aid the First Legate in any way that we can.”

Istel cleared his throat. “I can give you names.”

She couldn’t look at him. Held her chin straight, kept her eyes pinned on Rurik. “Oh. I bet you can.”

His voice shifted, Istel-cool turning cold, sharp, razors under ice. “Or not, First Legate Szanys Dekklis. Your choice. But next time, you might not be so lucky. I might not be here. Or.” And Istel again, that fast. Istel’s half-smile. “You could have me arrested. Hell. You could have me executed. I’m no highborn.”

She’d be an idiot if she cast away the best

partner

weapon she had.

She went to the door and pulled it open. Scared Pyatta, who had the grace to pretend she hadn’t been pressed against the wood, listening.

“Optio. Send a summons to the garrison. I need the praefecta and First Spears Neela and Per.”

She locked eyes with Istel. Told herself it was honest dark eyes looking back, and not flickering flames.

“We’re going to war.”


PART TWO


CHAPTER SEVEN

They came at Cardik from the forest to the north and west, hugging the mountains and the hillsides and staying well above the valley and the neat Illhari road. It was hard going, even in summer. Slow. Quiet, because the Taliri traveled in silence, except for meals, and then conversation was spare. They traveled single-file, too. Kellehn had moved Snow and Veiko to the front, directly behind him. That left the bulk and balance of Rhostiddir behind them, yeah, and that made Snow’s shoulders itch.

Around the last twist of a final hill, and there: the S’Ranna River coming out of the mountain, splitting the city. Cardik had mountains at its back, barren rockface and crags and cliffs. It had been a fortress, when the Alviri had lived there, wooden walls to shore up the stone, a thin swath of clear-cut in the valley. But there had been peace for so long, Illhari peace, that the clear-cut had spread. There were farms in the valley now. Neat squares divided by stone fences and strategic trees.

Or there had been. Nothing growing down there now but bones and weeds in the rubble. Black trees. The black skeletons of farmhouses. Bones, real bones. White if the body had died by violence. Black if by fire. Only the river was clean, rushing and tumbling through its banks, turning whole fields into lakes where the canals had broken. Snow guessed what lay at the bottom of those waters, yeah, and how much more had been carried away in the spring floods.

The Illhari built in stone. Their first improvement, when they took Cardik from the Alviri, had been to turn the wood palisades into conjured, seamless rockface. They had laid bricks for the road, paved over the dirt. The roads remained. Not so, the walls and the gate. Of the north gate, the narrow one, there was only rubble remaining, a pile of stone indistinguishable from the buildings behind it. The southern set, the main pair, was still standing, by some reckoning of stand. The guard tower lay in shards, and one massive wooden door reduced to splinters, but the stone arch was still there, and a narrow stripe of road showed through the debris.

Dear Laughing God, there couldn’t be survivors in that ruin. Snow wasn’t sure whether the pain in her chest meant she was glad of that or sorry. She had told Aneki to get out, hadn’t she? But stubborn Aneki wouldn’t. Refused to leave Still Waters and her staff. Please, their deaths had been quick.

They stepped away from the forest, from the shadows, into a golden summer afternoon. Clouds wisped overhead. Piled grey behind the peaks. Summer storm, like a half dozen others they’d met already, except this one they’d meet among the ruins. The wind teased her topknot. Brought her the smells of river and char and rot. She strangled an urge to cough. Scanned the ridgeline instead. The naked rocks. The trees crowding the slopes.

“We’re exposed out here,” she said. “If there’s anyone watching, they’ll see us, and we’ve got nowhere to run.”

“There is no one.” Kellehn did not turn around. “The scouts are certain of that.”

“Well. As long as the scouts are certain, I guess it’s all right.”

Kellehn peeled her a scowl. “Ask your svartjagr, if you have doubts. Or your dog.”

“Right. Excellent conversationalists, both of them.”

Truth was, Snow could guess where any stray enemy Taliri were hiding, without Briel’s help: in that silent forest, where the holes in the trees said there had been camps, even if there was no sign of life.

But what they were waiting for now, that she didn’t know, and no toadfucking Talir scout of Kellehn’s could tell her that, either.

Nor could Briel, even if Snow had bothered to ask. Briel didn’t speculate on anyone’s motives. Described what was in svartjagr details. And what was: safety in the forest. Darkness. Shadows. Briel did not like this quiet, open Cardik. Had her own memories of the city, food smells and people and blots of color. Noise. Cats. Her distress leaked into Snow’s head and ached.

Go, Snow sent, out of patience. Maybe there are cats left, yeah?

Which made Briel a little happier. Got her out of the trees, anyway, and into the day-bright that no wild svartjagr would choose. Black shape against the blue and white and grey, cutting circles on the wind.

Veiko said something under his breath. She glanced at him. Grim-faced Veiko, witchfire eyes flat and focused on nothing and everything at the same time.

“No,” he said, still not-staring straight ahead, one foot following the other on the straight, flat, indestructible Illhari road.

Her mouth fell open, to ask what and did you say something. His glance intercepted her asking. Blue flicker from deep sockets, sideways and down. “The dead have many questions.”

“The dead.”

“Fields full of them. On the walls. Waiting. Calling out.” Sweat beaded on his forehead. On his cheeks, above the beard. “The ghost roads are very close. If I step wrong, I may—slip.”

“Wait!” pitched for Kellehn’s ears. And softer again, for her partner: “We go back, yeah? Into the forest.”

“What is it?”

Motherless toadshit Kellehn had a habit of soft-footing she didn’t like. She turned and glared. “We need to go back. Too many ghosts here.”

“We cannot go back.” Kellehn looked at her as if she were a particularly stupid child.

One breath, two, seven, to get her voice steady. To convince her hands to stay at her sides, away from the seax, away from Kellehn’s neck. “Listen, toadshit—”

Veiko began to murmur, and then to chant. A regular cadence of beats, with a tuneless keening draped over them. There were words, but none she knew. She felt the power creep across her skin like a nest of spiders. Like conjuring, except the Wild did not push back in protest. Like godmagic, except Veiko was too smart for that.

And then it was over, the last note of the song hanging on the air like morning fog. Logi whined and pressed against her leg. His heart thumped through his ribs. His fur was standing up in spikes.

She could sympathize. Swallowed against her own heart’s urge to come out her throat and reminded herself to ask Veiko later what in hell he’d just done. For now: she rearranged her face into oh, I knew he could do that cool.

Not that anyone was looking at her. Kellehn’s face had gone slack and still, eyes wide and pinned on Veiko. He put his palms together and bowed over them.

“Noidghe,” he said, and sounded like Ari did, when he spoke to the God.

Veiko ignored him. Swung a blind hand sideways, until he found Snow’s arm, and held on.

“It is all right.” His color had improved, which meant that he’d gone from grey to chalk. “They will not come any closer.”

“Good.” She turned to Kellehn. “What happened here? More than a toadfucking army.”

“I told you, Illhari. The dragon.”

Turn around and go home, that’s what she should do. Stupid to come here. She’d killed Ehkla, but Ehkla had been asking for it. Cut me open, do it this way. Ehkla had never got all the way to dragon. Never merged with Tal’Shik.

This successor to Ehkla had, evidently, and leveled Cardik in doing so. Snow imagined that dragon coming at Illharek, burning through Illharek’s fields, blasting the manors to ash. The whole city would starve. The survivors would creep away through the Below, riding barges along the rivers. Retreating south, to jam Riku’s little walls. And Riku, like Cardik, sat Above. Easy target, for a dragon. For armies.

Until and unless the legions did emerge. Then it might be Illhari godsworn against their Taliri counterparts. Ask who would win that. Ask if Tal’Shik really cared.

Snow aimed a bleak stare at the walls, at the ruins. At Kellehn. “So, where is this dragon? You want me to kill her, yeah? I’ll need to see her for that.”

“We drove her out.”

“Toadshit. Anything did this wouldn’t leave unless she was damn good and ready. She could be up there now.” Snow stabbed a finger at the slabs of jagged stone that jutted up behind Cardik. “Waiting for you to come back. Waiting for us.”

“She is not. But there is something you need to see.” He pointed across the river and Market Bridge, where the Warren and the Alviri quarter brooded in the mountain’s shadow. “Up there. I will go with you. The rest will stay outside. It is not safe for Taliri.”

She barked a laugh. “Or anyone else, yeah? Never was.”

* * *

Cardik’s interior looked no better than its exterior. Cracked stones in the streets nearest the gate, where fire had breached the defenses. Ash underfoot, mixed with mud, black and grey and thick. There were bones here, picked white and clean. Metal eaten by rust. Armor rotting where it had fallen. And the smell, dear Laughing God. A woman got used to people-stench, living in cities. A chirurgeon got used to death and blood. Cardik was pocked with hot springs, and you got used to the faint yellow rot-smell tainting everything. And after a spring spent in Illharek’s Suburba, among tanners and fishermen, living between the Abattoir and docks, well, Snow thought she’d gotten used to whatever foul smells there were.

But this wasn’t animals, and the stink here went deeper than throat and lungs. She felt it under her skin. Behind her eyes. In her bones and in her belly. 

“Wasn’t this bad outside,” she whispered. “The smell. It’s getting worse, the higher we go.”

“And the dead grow more restless.” Veiko felt like stone beside her, not flesh, all his muscles bunched and solid. Softly, so that Kellehn would not hear: “They have so much to say.”

Snow had only been through these districts a handful of times in all her years living in Cardik. The wealth ran uphill on this side of the S’Ranna, from the merchants’ district near the gates up to the garrison and the governor’s house. The pattern was mirrored in the Warren: tanners and craftspeople nearest the bridge and the river, places the highborn might want to visit. Newer buildings, raised since the Purge. But the old city, across the river, was mostly the original Alviri construction. The oldest slums huddled against the sharp rise of the mountainside. A natural wall, all jagged rock and rubble, against which the Illhari legions had pinned the Alviri. Ask how much blood had run down the river.

Or don’t, yeah. Might get an answer.

Snow was no noidghe. Didn’t want to do what Veiko did, bargaining with spirits. Ripping his spirit out of his body to send it wandering. She’d been to that other place, that spirit world, and damn near drowned in the black river. No thank you, never again.

But she’d struck her own bargains. Tangled herself up in debts and obligations. And all the godswearing, all those deals, hadn’t done what she’d most wanted. She still heard whispers, sometimes, and saw shapes in the shadows. Illharek’s Suburba had its own history of unhappy dead. Collared bondies, free servants, murdered citizens. A cohort of those dead were the God’s own, from all the years that framed the Purge. Dead, yeah, but not gone. She saw them, sometimes. No predicting when or how

if you were noidghe, you would have that skill

she might encounter them. Godmagic was no defense. Nor was conjuring. What was—not looking. Not listening. Walking past trouble, instead of turning to meet it. Like now, here, in Cardik: marching past a staved-in doorway, where a child stood and sobbed. Past the big round well in a crossroads, where a man screamed for help, please, someone.

A woman could think she’d gone mad, yeah, except no one else’s heads turned. Not Kellehn’s. Not even Logi’s ears twitched. Take that as proof of her imaginings.

She caught Veiko’s eyes on her. “You see them.”

“Yeah.”

Another man might’ve reminded her that he knew tricks to drive them back, tricks he could teach her if only she’d ask. Another man might say, It’s your own stubborn choice, to refuse my teaching, and let her suffer. But from Veiko, only a hand on her elbow, as if she’d stumbled. “It was worse outside.”

“Not for me.”

“This was your home.” He put himself between her and a woman in armor, tattered and reaching. “Your spirit remembers. And the dead may remember you, as well.”

“Didn’t need to hear that.”

“You did.”

“You told me once I should talk to ghosts. See what they want.”

“I told you to talk to Tsabrak.” Another glance, down and sideways. “I am not sure that was wise advice.”

She laughed, breathless. “Hell. What’s your advice here?”

“Say nothing. Stay close. My song will keep them back.”

The first time they’d come there together, he had been leaning on her. Limping, wounded, draped across her like an ill-tempered cloak. Ask if he remembered that. Ask if he didn’t see the symmetry this time, when he let go of her elbow and she pressed against him like a nervous dog.

Kellehn seemed to have some destination in mind. Did not pause, did not turn right or left. Led them up steadily toward the Hill, through the plaza that looked so much like Illharek’s, where the wealthy and privileged might meet and talk and run everyone else’s lives. Past the governor’s house, blackened stone and cracked tile. He stopped, finally, at the garrison, whose gate was twisted steel and smashed stone.

“Here,” said Kellehn. He gestured. “Inside.”

Snowdenaelikk had been at Davni village. Had seen the ruins, and the corpses there. Cardik was the same so far, except for the sheer number of dead. But the garrison’s courtyard, no, she had never seen anything like that. Please, Laughing God, she never did again.

It was a forest. Poles thrust into the gaps between flagstones, poles propped and roped and rigged to stay upright. And on those poles, bodies. The sun had no respect, no shame. Blasted every stain, every scrap, into obscene detail.

She followed Veiko into the courtyard. The dead were like fish in a net, straining and seething in what few shadows the courtyard allowed. They gathered in the doorways and the windows, where the shutters hung broken. Whispered and hissed like water in a hot pan.

She tried not to look at the ghosts. Stared instead at what the sun showed her. Corpses in armor, maybe two dozen, give or take. Every one of them legion, every one Dvergiri. Flesh that had begun black and turned even blacker. Eyes sunken in sockets and skin hanging in tatters and—

“Fuck and damn. They’re still rotting. Where are the crows? Or the flies?” It must be a ritual of some kind, some godmagic. Some obscene reason for it, in Tal’Shik’s reckoning.

Veiko frowned. Shook his head slowly. “Where are the dead?” He pointed his chin at the poles. “These dead. The ones from the poles. I see no ghost here who wears legion armor. They are all civilians.” He stumbled over the Dvergiri word.

“The soldiers were a gift,” Kellehn said. “To the dragon. For her, and only her.”

The bodies and the poles fit with Tal’Shik’s patterns, with everything Snow had seen even in the Archives. Pain and death in exchange for power of some kind. But a gift, unless Kellen was misusing the word, meant something else.

“So what, the Taliri didn’t want anything in exchange for this toadshit? They just killed a bunch of Dvergiri soldiers as some kind of grand gesture?”

Kellehn shrugged. Veiko did not answer. His eyes drifted across—fuck and damn if she knew what. Empty air. The ghost roads. Memory.

Snow slid her hand to his wrist. Tugged, once and hard, to get his eyes back on her. “Veiko.”

Faintly, “I hear.”

“She can’t keep the soldiers, can she? The bodies, sure. But not the souls.” By every rule she knew. “They’d have to agree to that. Bargain with her.”

“The gifts would take the manner of their dying into the spirit world. Carry that pain with them. Tal’Shik would use that power, certainly. But what happened after, to the spirits…” Veiko’s skin pebbled under Snow’s fingers. A shudder ran through him. He looked at her with naked eyes. “They would have no defense against her. They are not noidghe.”

“Kenjak survived.”

“His hate was great enough. His rage.”

“So what, she ate them?”

“Yes. Their power fed hers.” He took a deep breath, one and two. She watched the tremors sink back into steady bone and muscle. Watched a tall man grow taller, straighter. He looked down at her. “I will ask the dead what happened. Perhaps they witnessed this killing.”

“What, now?”

“Better now than after sunset.” His lips flattened into a grim, tiny smile. “I do not wish to be here when the shadows grow long.”

She looked into that forest of poles and corpses. Looked past them, to the garrison building. There would be bones in there. Skeletons whose spirits Tal’Shik had not eaten, who might talk to a noidghe.

“You’re all right now? Not going to slip?”

“No.” He looked at her soberly. “But I cannot read the glyphs on the poles. They may tell us how the bargains work.”

Not quite asking her help, because he would not want to obligate her.

“Right.”

She let him go. Held her hands at her sides, held her tongue, as he walked toward the main garrison building. Heard him start singing again, as he walked, a rhythm that made the pulse throb behind her eyes. She squeezed them closed. And when she opened them again, Veiko was not alone. A dead woman walked beside him, grey and brown. Her hair hung in braids like Veiko’s and not: more of them, in a different pattern coming off her scalp. She wore a knife at her belt, a bow on her back. A hunter, and not young when she’d died, but not old, either, straight-backed and slim. Too far to see her eyes, yeah, but Snow could feel the stare that woman gave her. Could see the nod that went with it, greeting and I know who you are together.

Snow nodded back. Felt like a damn idiot, trading courtesies with a ghost, but that was Veiko’s ancestor. And there, beside Veiko, another shadow. A dog this time. Grey version of Logi, taller and broader. Grim Helgi, with his ice-colored eyes. He did not look back at her. Helgi-dead had eyes for Veiko only, which was the same as Helgi-living.

Veiko would be all right. Both his guides with him, he’d be fine on his errands in this haunted place.

So will you. No ghosts out here in the sun, yeah? Even you can see that.

She’d almost rather ghosts than this festering forest. No rats. No flies. It wasn’t healthy.

“Stay,” she told Logi. He sank onto his haunches and put his ears back and grinned at her. She patted his head. Grinned back.

“Good boy.”

No need to warn Briel off. She would not come into this place, no, and never mind how the svartjagr were scavengers. Briel did not like the stench rising up. Sent

clean wind

and

wide sky

until Snow pushed her out. Usually, she liked the quiet. But this felt like shutting herself into an abattoir, when any sane woman would throw the doors wide.

The first time she’d seen prayers to Tal’Shik had been where K’Hess Kenjak had died. There had been blood-filled gouges in that pole, much like these. The second time had been across Market Bridge and in the Warren, when she’d offered Ehkla’s body and soul to Tal’Shik. Then there had been glyphs on the walls, written in blood, that had writhed violet as the godmagic took shape. Pulsed and throbbed like living things.

There was no life in the marks on the wood. No power left. Snow let her hand hover over them. These glyphs were a closer match to K’Hess Kenjak’s pole than Ehkla’s walls; no surprise. No one was making an avatar here. Sacrifice, yeah, she knew that symbol. There were a handful she didn’t recognize at all. Snow committed those shapes to memory. She’d show Belaery later. See what they could find in the Archives. See if there were some record of a ritual like this from before the Purge—

Kellehn’s silhouette intruded into the edge of her vision, a little behind her, dark and solid on the sun-blasted courtyard. Damn soft-footed toadfucker.

“Is it true, what he says? That you can see the dead too?”

“I’m no noidghe.”

“But you have seen the black river. He said that you had.”

“I’ve swallowed it, yeah? Yes, I’ve seen it.”

“And you came back,” wonderingly.

“Because Veiko came and got me. Because a ghost owed me a favor and paid it back.”

“Noidghe,” he said, in the same reverent tone. And then, more sharply: “And yet you became godsworn. Feh. Only a fool looks for a knife and ignores the sword in his hand.”

Her partner could say fool to her. But not this

toadbelly

Talir who had asked for her by name. Snow settled back on her heels. Let her awareness sink and stretch. This was a city. Broken, yes, but there were walls. Hands had made this. Alviri, Dvergiri, did not matter whose. What did matter: this place was not Wild.

She had never been much of a conjuror. And now. Well. Snow looked down at her hands. Her strong left hand’s little finger had never healed straight. Crooked, achy. Uncertain. And though she could not see the scar on her right forearm through the sleeve, she could feel its tweak and pull when she twisted her wrist just so.

Thank Tsabrak for that first crippling, thank a Talir godsworn for the second, and rot them both. Some conjuring needed no handwork at all.

She reached through the sunlight, and past it, toward the shadows collecting in the building’s creases. Drew them out like thread, spun them wide and thick as ropes, dragged them across the courtyard. They inked and slicked and flowed across the bloodstained stones. Collected around her feet until she might have been a dragon herself for the size of the shadow beneath her.

“A Dvergiri trick,” said Kellehn, dusty-voiced.

“That’s what Ehkla said, too. This isn’t.” The witchfire erupted between her fingers, squirted and spilled onto the stones. Spread across the shadow like it was oil and burned it away. Flickered there, blue and cold and bright, even in sunlight. “You didn’t ask me here to play noidghe for you. You’ve got Veiko for that.”

“We did not ask you here to conjure, either.”

“No? How do you think I killed Ehkla? I called fire out of the walls, yeah?”

He stared down at her, face gone tight and pinched as a miser’s purse. And then, without answering, he turned and left her alone with her witchfire and the godmagic glyphs.

And the ghosts. Dear Laughing God.

The clouds picked that moment to devour the sun. Cast the world into grey and spat a wet wind across the courtyard, stirring stench and dust together. In the absence of sun, the ghosts in the garrison grew braver. Drifted away from the walls and out of the doorways, fog and smoke and nightmare.

Conjuror, one whispered, and then it was a chorus. Conjuror, conjuror, punctuated with half-blood and Dvergir.

She heard her name, suddenly. Snowdenaelikk. And louder, if a ghost’s voice could achieve real volume. Like the echo of a shout across a marketplace.

Snowdenaelikk!

Snowdenaelikk, a third time, and Snow’s head turned as if pulled by a string. It was Teslin there, eyes almost at a level because Teslin was—had been—taller than most Dvergir women. She was still wearing her scout’s kit, bow and sword and knives, the leather cuirass gashed and dark where the Talir blade had gone in. She hadn’t died in this courtyard: had died last winter, in the forest.

The ghost grimaced, which in Teslin’s life had sometimes passed for a smile. Aneki said you’d come back. You and the skraeling both.

Snow looked around for Veiko. There he was, still engaged with his ancestor. She took a step in that direction. Hesitated. Don’t answer, he’d said, but this was no stranger-ghost, and the name she invoked had been—

“Aneki,” Snow said. She turned back to Teslin. “Aneki,” she said again. “She survived, then.”

She’s waiting for you, half-blood.

That wasn’t exactly an answer. Snow wasn’t sure it mattered, anyway. Instead, “Where?”

No mistaking that gesture. Arm raised, hand pointing down toward Market Bridge.

Aneki says—come home. Come back to Still Waters.


CHAPTER EIGHT

A noidghe did not fear the ghosts. Veiko knew the songs to keep them back. Soft beat and counterbeat like the clash of fists on a locked door, a power that tingled over his skin. The ghosts could not recall their names. Could not recall who they had been, or what they had done, what had happened here or who had done it. But they knew pain and fear. They knew anger. It smoked off them like mist off the lake in winter. A little warmer than frozen air, yes, but only just, clinging to skin and hair as they mobbed him, reaching with translucent hands.

Veiko was glad of his helpers. Helgi stood beside him, holding the ghosts at bay, while Taru guarded his back.

“You will get no answers from these spirits,” she said. “Bind them or banish them, you can do that. But these are too damaged for useful conversation.”

“You might have said that sooner.”

“You learn best when you make your own errors, and I am pleased to leave you those lessons.” Her song shifted. Faster now. Sharper. “But there are some lessons I would spare both of us. So listen: the sun is leaving us and your partner is being a fool. Both of those things, you should attend.”

The world came flooding back. Bleached grey, an afternoon’s brightness strangled by an incoming storm. Pressure in his ears, on his skin, precursor to lightning. The aggressive, oppressive silence that meant everything that could take shelter already had. Not that there was anything alive in this courtyard, except himself and Logi and Snow, who was where he’d left her, in front of one of the poles.

But she had someone with her now. Dead, yes, and familiar. Teslin had been no friend of theirs, for all they shared an enemy. She had helped put Snow in chains once, and if they had parted allies, there was no promise that Teslin remembered that. The dead had very selective memories.

Veiko said a word he had learned near the Illhari docks. Pushed through the ghosts, trailing Helgi and Taru. He began a new song as he walked: an axe blade, lifted and waiting to fall. He stopped just before the last note, trapped it between his teeth and held it, vibrating, in his throat.

He had learned, during his time with Snow, that one did not grab Illhari women even to drag them away from their own foolishness. One did not take them by the arm and shake them and demand, Did you not understand what I said about not speaking to ghosts?

“Snowdenaelikk.” Her whole name, each syllable chiseled out, flung like a handful of stones at the back of her head.

Snow whipped around, reflex dropping her hand to her blade hilt. But that was guilt, clear as water, in her sudden wince and grimace.

“I know. But I heard my name.”

And she answered the calling, Taru murmured. This partner of yours does not have even your wits.

“Many dead know your name and may call it. That does not compel a response.”

A basic lesson, said Taru. She was damn near solid, even here. Only a little smudge on her edges. But clear-eyed, clear-boned. Clear-voiced, like cutting steel: Remember it, half-blood. Wisdom is a better friend than luck.

Snow’s eyes flashed wonder and anger and surprise. But she didn’t back down, no, not Snowdenaelikk.

“Not like I’m talking to strangers, yeah? I know this one.”

I am certain you do. Taru did not spare a look for Snow. Nocked her bow and held it loosely and kept all her attention on Teslin. But I am less certain it is who you think. This one wears two skins.

Snow could not see Teslin’s mocking salute behind her shoulder. Veiko pretended he did not, either. Sometimes, the best way to deal with the dead was much the same as dealing with the living.

“It might be what it claims,” he told her. “But it could also be some other spirit who bears you malice, wearing Teslin’s shape because it knows you might trust that, bearing a message you might believe.”

Snow grimaced. “So, if it’s not Teslin, then who? Or what?”

“A fair question.” Veiko eyed the ghost. Hollow eyes. Hollow mouth. Features gone soft as dough. Not Teslin now, clearly not.

I know you, the ghost who was not Teslin said. Its mouth twisted. I know you, Veiko Nyrikki. I hoped you might return.

Oh, ancestors. Heat pressed against his ribs from the inside. Leaked up through his throat. “You may regret that wish, Ehkla.”

Temper, Taru warned him as Helgi snarled. Hold yours.

Too late. Veiko sang the last note of his song. Sang it loud, and hard, and furious. Heard the hiss of fast-moving metal, the thump as the song struck the ghost and knocked it back. It lay there, unmoving, as the song’s echoes shivered on the storm-still air.

The dead thing should have unraveled. Should have vanished altogether. Should not lie there bleeding, as if it were flesh. Veiko dropped his hand to his axe.

Fool, Taru hissed, and raised her bow.

And yes, she was right to call him that. But he took a step toward the ghost anyway, and made certain that step carried him a little in front of Snowdenaelikk, so that he stood between her and it.

Then he heard the laughter, dark and thick as the not-truly-blood bubbling out of the wound he had made. The ghost sat up. It touched the hole in its chest and held up its fingers. Fine cracks formed across its surface. Darkness leaked through those cracks, as if night itself were inside, and all the shadows ever cast. Then it shattered, and the darkness burst outward, an expanding stretch of skin that split and shredded and fell in a heap to the flagstones. Ehkla peeled herself from the remnants, looking as she had the first time Veiko met her. Flower-faced beauty, unmarked by any wound. Violet slicked on her skin as she stood. She held a wurm’s tooth in one hand, the wurm’s tooth that had killed Helgi and crippled him.

Veiko hated himself for the hammering fear in his chest now, and for the memory of the sound he had made when the wurm’s tooth had hit bone in his thigh and loosed poison into his veins. The song he wanted to sing shriveled in his throat. He raised his axe instead.

Ehkla smiled. Said something, syllables that warped and shrieked through Veiko’s awareness. Then his knee buckled, old wound turned new again. He flailed one-handed. Felt the axe slide through his fingers.

And then a dagger-sharp shoulder caught his ribs, hard enough that he gasped. A familiar arm came around him, and a strength that had held him up before. Familiar smell, familiar warmth.

Snow had breath and temper enough for both of them. “Laughing God,” under her breath, “Tsabrak, you motherless toadshit, your right hand is calling.”

The spirit world pressed tight around them, and the very air squeezed Veiko like a fist. Then came another laugh, fire and sparks and air. Another slice of darkness appeared and hung a handspan off the pavement, like a doorway to nothing at all. The God pushed that nothing aside like a curtain and stepped through it. Fire licked in eyeless sockets. He smiled at Snowdenaelikk. Tsabrak’s smile, cruel and crooked.

Not the most flattering calling, he said. But in essence, correct. The God whipped sideways. Pointed at Ehkla. Put that down, yeah?

The wurm’s tooth flew out of Ehkla’s hand. Stopped midair, spun, and shattered. Fragments drifted like snow. The dead woman stared at them. The pain in Veiko’s leg burned away like fog in sunlight. Left an ache chasing along muscle and nerve, and a slight weakness.

Better.

The God had Ehkla by the throat before Veiko marked his motion. They might have been of a height in life, Tsabrak and Ehkla, but here the God seemed taller. Ask what true size mattered, or strength; ask if there was such a thing as down and firm earth. But to Veiko’s eyes, it looked like the God lifted Ehkla off her feet and held her dangling, clawing at his hand.

Usurper, Ehkla spat. God-killer.

Lightning across the God’s face, anger and annoyance and pity. He reached his other hand toward her chest. Smiled at the hole that Veiko’s song-axe had made. He dipped his fingers in the wound and licked them clean. Laughed. Does Tal’Shik know how much of her you kept for yourself?

Wait. The ghost caught at his hand. Clutched it. Turned lovely frightened eyes on him. Wait. We can bargain, you and I. I have something you want.

Laughing God. Taru’s voice rang out. Do not listen. Take nothing from her.

Ehkla’s shape warped, shimmered with a sudden, deeper blackness laced with violet and nightmares. Veiko had seen that color before, the first time he encountered Tal’Shik, when she traded her woman-shape for the wurm. He began to chant a song of shields and defense: the man who puts himself between the raiders and his homestead. Helgi, between him and Ehkla. Himself, between his partner and

gods

spirits she could not outwit, not here where the worlds bled into each other.

Shadows spilled out of Ehkla that could be wings. That could be a tail, snaking along the stones.

Fool, Taru said coldly, and loosed the arrow from her bow.

Ehkla shed her woman-shape. Ask if she had been Tal’Shik all along, or only a part of her; ask if the wurm-shape was Ehkla’s own now. And push all that wondering aside, because there was a wurm rising from the courtyard stones. Her growing serpent’s neck split the God’s grip. Her wings flared, curled. Snapped forward, with a burst of wind and sound that crashed across the worlds.

Veiko’s song-shield held. The gust broke around him. Ruffled Helgi’s fur, lifted his braids, that was all.

Taru’s arrow flew straight. Buried itself in the wurm’s throat and came through the other side, just as the wurm’s claw punched into the Laughing God’s shoulder. The wurm reeled back, wings churning, and the God tore free of her.

The wurm spoke with Ehkla’s voice. You make an enemy, old woman.

And then she leapt up, wings tearing space and sky. Black gashes in the storm, in the silver spirit sky, dripping oblivion into both worlds. Another wingbeat, and she hung over them.

Taru nocked another arrow. The head and shaft glowed white, ice in sunlight. She drew the feathers to her cheek. Her song wrapped around the arrow, rippling feathers and talons. A diving hawk. A gliding owl. A hunter’s song that strikes from air and silence. Veiko moved with her, set himself between the wurm and the God. The wurm’s malice beat against him, and his leg shot fire, hip to toes. But it held, and he did. Somehow.

The wurm’s mouth opened. Violet swirled between black steel teeth. Fire, maybe, some godmagic curse to burn and blister. And Veiko knew then that his song was not strong enough. That she would burn through him. Burn through Taru. Leave them ashes, all of them. More bones for Cardik.

Then he heard the howling. Helgi, he thought first, but the dog had his teeth bared, his snarl rolling counterpoint to Veiko’s song. This was rage, blind and total, stripped of any wits. The ghosts poured into the courtyard, flooded among the stakes and rotting corpses. Some of them held half-remembered weapons; others clawed bare-fisted at the sky. Their need tore around him, through him, copper and smoke, knives and winter wind. Like a net cast skyward.

The Ehkla-wurm twisted. Her wings buckled. Bent and snapped. Her shriek could crack the whole world, but she was not louder than the angry dead. She clawed and thrashed and ripped a hole in the sky, blackest oblivion. Dragged herself through it.

Silence. Ehkla was gone. The dead were. The sky turned solid again. Ghost roads silver overlaid on the flat twilight of a summer storm. The songs stopped too. Veiko’s, as if someone had choked him. Taru’s more gracefully, notes winding into a knot. Even Helgi went quiet. Veiko’s other senses crept into the gap. Rotting bodies, the metallic reek of lightning.

Sudden absence at his side, sudden chill, as Snow let go of him. She went to the fallen God. Laid her hand over his where he pressed it over his wound. The blood ran between their fingers. She leaned her head close and Veiko saw her mouth move.

A man should not strain to hear what she said, no. A man should find somewhere else to look, somewhere else to listen. Fix all his attention on his ancestor, who walked tall and straight, bow loose in her hands. She passed the God and Snow as if she did not notice them, and stopped in front of Veiko. Blocked his view, so that he must focus on her face or risk rudeness.

Well. She raised both brows. Nicely sung, noidghe.

A man could take pride in that praise, if he were not so unsettled. “Was that Ehkla? Or Tal’Shik?”

A piece of Tal’Shik, certainly, but not the whole. The piece that had been Ehkla’s while she lived. Taru was shaken, for the first time in Veiko’s memory. I think the greater part of her is elsewhere. How can that be?

“The avatar,” he said. “Much of her is bound up in a dragon’s flesh. That was what Ehkla wanted to be.”

Taru turned weary, bleak eyes on him. And now she knows you are here.

“It is not the first time. It has done her no great good, knowing where I am. At least this God is not afraid of her.”

A grimace. This God is a fool, then. She is still stronger. She cast a pitying glance over her shoulder. Turned, so that Veiko could see the God leaning on Snow and staring at his own blood in his hands. She would have destroyed him, just now.

“But for your help.” Almost an accusation. Almost. More force than he’d intended, and something raw beneath it.

Sharp look from Taru, and then a softening in the taut line of her mouth. It serves no one if Tal’Shik devours the Laughing God. Not even you, not even a little bit, no matter what you may imagine.

He skipped his gaze away. Let it fall on Helgi and Logi where they sat side by side, neither aware of the other. Told himself it was that sight, his two dogs together, that made his throat ache. Not Snowdenaelikk and the God, heads together. Then Snow stood, and the Laughing God stood with her. His wound had vanished.

Taru followed his gaze. Made a noise in her throat. The God is quick to recover. A useful talent.

“The God is too easily hurt.”

Cool gaze, flat and knowing. Not only his failing, that. Yours, too.

Blood thumped thunder in his ears. “You are my teacher,” he said softly, “but there are some lessons from you I do not need.”

She made a noise in her throat. You are a young man. There are few lessons you do not need. But if you can bear advice, find shelter elsewhere. The dead here are restless, and you are not singer enough to hold them back when the storm breaks.

Taru turned her back on him then, before he could answer, and strode away. Her edges blurred with each step. She was mist by the fifth step, gone by the sixth.

Helgi laid his ears back and whined.

“Go,” Veiko told him. “I will find you soon.”

The sun had not set yet, could not have, but it was already twilight. A man could blame the storm for that. But a noidghe knew it was the gods’ doing. Tal’Shik’s, first, with the bloodletting that had happened here. The God’s after that, for picking a foolish fight. It would be easy to follow Helgi. A couple of steps, that was all, and he would be in the ghost roads.

Snow stopped beside him. Her arms were folded tight across her ribs. Made her seem more slim, more fragile. A false seeming, he knew that. But then he thought of how very near she had come to Tal’Shik’s vengeance. A man’s limbs might shake after battle. That was normal. So, he told himself, was the urge to take his partner’s shoulders in his hands and rattle teeth in her head.

Snow winced. “Fuck and damn, Veiko. I’m sorry.”

Nothing he could say to that that was not flat lie or fool nicety, and he was too angry for either.

“I know,” the best he could manage. And before she could offer more anything else: “How is the God?”

“Surprised. He’s all right.” She barked out a laugh. “And he’s angry. I told him he was an idiot, grabbing for Tal’Shik. That she’s bigger than he is, stronger, and he’ll end up supper if he’s not more careful. And he said he’d choke her if she tried to swallow him.” She waited through the sky’s rumbling, then added, “So, was that Tal’Shik or Ehkla? Or some combination? Because damn sure it wasn’t Teslin.”

“It might have been her shape, if Teslin was devoured.”

Wide eyes, white-ringed. “Didn’t think of that.”

“There are many things you do not think of.” He wished that unsaid in the next breath. He did not need a fight with her. Not here. Not now. Snow was not in the habit of backing down even when she was at fault. Especially then.

Then storm began, too late and finally. Flash enough to leave white lines across a man’s vision, thunderclap that shook his guts. Cold, pricking rain. Misery to hold a man to this world. Misery, and his partner. Angry, yes, he could see that, but no hint of it leaked into her voice.

“The songs you sang back there. That’s what you’ve been learning all summer. What your ancestor’s been teaching you.”

“Yes.”

“What you wanted to teach me.”

“Yes.”

“Damn useful. And don’t say yes again.” She called witchfire out of nothing. Cupped it in her palm. It burned steadily, cheerfully impervious to rain or wind. Cast a wedge of blue along the pavement. The archway to the street gaped like a mouth, a finger-span past the witchfire’s border. “Come on. You want to list all the ways I’m an idiot, fine, but let’s go somewhere else. Going to drown, we stay out here. Or freeze.”

Or slip into the ghost roads entirely. They felt like a very wet curtain caught in strong wind. Cold touches on his face, his hands, that stuck and clung and tore themselves loose again. The pavement squished underfoot like the soft ground at the edge of a river. Might be a forest on the edge of the witchfire, or a spreading expanse of ice. Might be voices in the wind. Might be the beating of great wings.

He thought of what Taru had said. Tried a song anyway, a handful of notes and syllables. It was like throwing salt into a blizzard. He got a faceful of cold and sting as the ghost roads cast his song back at him. The ghosts surged to the edge of witchfire.

He pressed his lips together and focused on the steady blue. Would not look when he felt fingers dragging at his cloak. When he felt hands on his ankles and legs.

Somewhere, not far, Helgi barked and snarled. Somewhere on the other side of the world, a svartjagr keened and leapt into the storm.

“Snowdenaelikk,” he said. “Say my name.”

He heard the sharp intake of breath. Then, clear and firm, “Veiko Nyrikki.”

The witchfire blazed up. The fingers dropped off him. There was stone underfoot again. Logi’s wet weight against his leg. His partner’s free hand twining through his like warm wire.

It was better on the street. Rain-slick stones, debris and bones smeared indistinct by the rain. Briel, perched on a ruined roofline. Two candle-bright eyes to give her away, that was all, until lightning tore open the sky.

He was glad then for the witchfire’s small brightness. For the sturdiness of conjured walls and Illhari pavement. For a wet dog on his left hip and a partner who did not ask him are you all right or observe that, for all their usefulness, his songs could not save him from everything.

I told you as much, Nyrikki’s son.

“Listen.” Snow touched his sleeve, careful as if he were feathers and glass. “I don’t see Kellehn. Toadfucker’s probably out the damn gates by now. Probably reckons we’re dead.” She peeled a glance sidelong. “Which we damn near did. My fault. I know.”

“The God was more fool than you.”

“Oh, that’s comfort.” A flash bleached her skeletal, stripped to white and bone. “Come on. We should get out of the city.”

“No.” He drew a lungful of wet air. “We should go to Still Waters.”

Her brows came together. Long silence as the sky raged and the rain spat like stones on the remains of the rooftops. “Tell me why you think it’s a good idea to take us both exactly where Teslin-Ehkla wanted.”

“Still Waters was a place of safety, once, for you. For us.” He groped for the words. “Your wards on the gates. Your wards on our rooms. Those may remain.”

White-eyed stare. “My wards? That’s what we’re down to now? My conjuring to keep back the dead? I set those wards against living people, not ghosts. Besides. It’s a long walk.”

“The forest is a long walk too, and I am not certain of our welcome. Kellehn led us here, but I cannot say what he meant to happen.”

“There are cleaner ways to kill us, but yeah, okay, I see your point.”

“Good. Then we go to Still Waters.” He chose a street that seemed to head in the right direction. Started walking. Two steps before she caught him.

“You don’t know where you’re going.”

“That rarely stops you.”

“Listen, I already said I was so—” She got a look at his face then, in the next flash. Shook her head. “Yeah, you’re a clever one. Making your jokes. Going to clever us into a dead end, yeah?” She doubled back a pair of steps and jagged down an alley that looked not a bit different from the one Veiko had picked. “This way.”


CHAPTER NINE

Dekklis had wanted a swift response to Toer’s attempted assassination, no more than two candlemarks before she had Toer’s matron in custody. In Cardik, with the Sixth, that would have happened. Had, when Rurik had got word of the attack at Davni village. He’d had the whole cohort mustered and marching that fast.

But to assemble a small squad in Illharek took far longer. The two First Spears, Neela and Per, had at least been within garrison walls. Praefecta K’Hari Dannike was not; she was down at her leisure at an establishment on the Arch whose reputation was very much like Still Waters. It took time and, one imagined, some effort to drag Dani out of that place. Optio Pyatta’s pinched expression, after her report, inspired Dekklis to sudden kindness. She sent Pyatta away for the afternoon, which left no one standing watch at the door, but if anyone had guts enough to interrupt this meeting—well, best recruit them and invite them inside. Illharek needed that kind of courage.

Dani hadn’t been happy, on arrival, when she saw Velaan’s cooling corpse on the tiles. Had been even less so once she heard the reason and the story.

“Godsworn in the Senate. Heretics. Fuck and damn.”

“Don’t tell me you didn’t suspect.”

“Suspect, sure. Heard stories and rumors my whole life about it. Tales my nurse used to frighten us. Foremothers defend, First Legate. Don’t tell me you didn’t hear the same things.”

“I didn’t.”

Dani shook her head. “Your mother was always a stiff one. No impropriety in her House, is that it? Wonder what she’d think of all this.”

“She would be horrified.” Dekklis wrung out a smile and hung it on her lips. “But she would hate godsworn in her Senate even more.”

“Huh. That she would.” Dani cast herself into the remaining empty chair. “So. What do we do about it?”

It was an odd feeling, to have former commanders looking at her for leadership. Dani’s gaze was steady, as if she did not see any conflict in her former trainee sitting in the First Legate’s place, giving orders that might rip Illharek into pieces. K’Hari wasn’t a powerful House, barely highborn at all, accustomed to following. Only slightly less disturbing to see First Spears Per and Neela looking at her, expectant and untroubled. She could order them into the Jaarvi, tell them go swimming in armor, and they’d do it. That was what the legions did—follow orders.

Yours to command now, Dek. How’s that feel?

She wished for Snowdenaelikk slouching in the corner, taller than everyone except Veiko. Wished for her advice, dispensed in that raw Suburban accent. Snow had practice with heresy. Practice with godsworn. Practice with murder, foremothers help us, which was what Dekklis needed now.

And you sent me away, Dek. Brilliant.

Not-entirely-just-Istel might have some advice in that direction too, but she didn’t dare ask him. Not in front of the soldiers. So, she steepled her fingers and leaned on her elbows and gazed steadily back at Dani.

“We make some arrests. But I don’t want it loud. We go up to Toer in plain leather, armed, and we knock on the door. No attention.”

“No,” said Dani instantly. “I don’t think so.”

So much for K’Hari biddability.

“I agree with the praefecta,” said Per as Neela winced and nodded. “We got to look official, First Legate. We can’t look like ruffians out of the Sixth. —Sorry, First Tribune, I mean no offense.”

“Of course you don’t.” Rurik looked every bit the ruffian Per named him. He’d stripped off the dented breastplate. Had sent a bondie to retrieve his old armor and was halfway into it. Leather laces dangled like the loose strands of his battered queue. “We ruffians out of the Sixth would never take offense, since we are too rustic to recognize insult when we hear it.”

Istel snorted. Shrugged, when Dekklis looked at him.

“First Spear Per is right. Any action you take should look as official and formal as possible.” Belaery sat on the edge of the desk as if it were her own personal throne. “You are Illharek, not just an angry First Legate looking for revenge, and not Szanys Dekklis sneaking around on an errand of bloodfeud.”

“He shouldn’t go at all, if we’re aiming at looking official.” Dani poked her chin at Istel. “You can take your First Tribune in whatever armor he’s wearing, but leave the scout behind.”

“Second Scout Istel comes with us,” Dekklis said. “No, Dannike. That’s my word on it. He’s got experience dealing with godsworn.”

Istel flashed a smile meant to charm and disarm—which it would not have, had it been Istel’s alone. Dekklis saw Tsabrak and the Laughing God oozing out of him.

Praefecta K’Hari grinned back. Per and Neela both relaxed a notch. Witchery, heresy, godmagic. A very dangerous ally they had, wearing Istel’s skin.

Belaery caught Dek’s eye and looked well, then at her. Pure cynical approval.

“The adept comes too,” Dekklis said without breaking eyelock. Belaery’s face froze.

Dani shifted in her chair. “First Legate. Is that wise? That’ll worry people if they see it.”

“Let it. If this needs to be visible and official, which you tell me it does, then let’s make sure we send all the necessary messages. Besides, we may need her skills.”

Dani blinked. “That worries me.”

“These are godsworn.” Dekklis pointed at Velaan’s body. “She used godmagic. She threw my First Tribune across the room like a toy, and she would have killed me. For all we know, House Toer’s gone and armed their bondies and everyone inside is godsworn. I don’t give a toad’s left hind foot what anyone thinks. Every person I bring into Toer will walk out again, whatever I have to do, whatever allies I have to use.”

By the time Per and Neela had chosen their soldiers, by the time they were all outfitted in gleaming legion armor, it was the twelfth hour, when a traditional House served its supper. The air in the Tiers was thick with spice and grease and bread, and the streets themselves were largely empty. Only a handful of pedestrians to gawp and stare at two rows of armored soldiers, marching in perfect step, led by a roughly dressed First Tribune. At the First Legate herself, in a gleaming, impractical cuirass, with a northern-clad soldier beside her, and an adept with a tight perfect topknot and silver rings lining her ears.

So, it wasn’t surprising when the bondie who answered Toer’s door could only manage standing and staring and the occasional dry-voiced chirp.

“Do you know who I am?” Dekklis asked, not quite gently.

The man bobbed and cast terrified looks over his shoulder. “I—”

“Move aside for the First Legate,” Rurik snapped.

The bondie bowed. As he did, the collar—gold-chased silver, looked like; Toer was clearly in good financial condition, whatever their official reports—slid toward his chin.

There was a mark underneath it. Not a gall, not a scar—ink, hell and damn. The sepia sigil bondies got upon manumission, when they took on Illhari citizenship. Fresh, too, still shiny and peeling and raw on the edges.

Hell and damn.

Rurik’s breath hitched. Came out hard as stone itself. “Bondie. —You are a bondie, are you not?”

“Sir,” the man said faintly. Faint accent that might be Alvir or Talir, hard to tell, but his skin was fair enough to signal his terror. White to red to white again, as if all the blood in his body had run out.

“Then explain.” Rurik reached for the servant, hooked his collar, and dragged him closer. He pulled the collar down hard enough that the man’s skin dimpled around the metal. “Explain where you got this citizen’s sigil.”

The bondie gurgled. “I—” and lost his language. Babbled something in what must be Taliri, from the cadence. Dek had another reason to wish for Snowdenaelikk, who could understand that chatter. And then came a pair of familiar syllables that Dek did not need Snow to interpret. Taliri or Alviri or polyglot panic—that was a prayer to Tal’Shik, her name sharp and clear. Oh, foremothers.

Rurik jerked on the collar. “Speak Dvergiri.”

Dekklis laid a hand on Rurik’s wrist lest he shake the man to death. Cast a glance at Istel, to see if he’d heard it too. She guessed by the shape of his lips that he had. That he was grimly amused.

“Adept.” She turned toward Belaery.

“My Taliri is patchy, First Legate, but I would translate that as oh great Tal’Shik, protect me. Roughly.” Belaery pitched her voice clear and sharp to travel far beyond the borders of their little group. Shock rippled through the troops. Spread into the street, in a muttering, restless wave, to the handful of spectators. It would be all over the Tier by tomorrow. Probably all the way into Midtown.

Damn Belaery’s performance. Dekklis took the bondie’s hand and flipped it. Clean, pale palm, albeit clammy.

“He’s not godsworn.”

“Men aren’t,” Istel murmured “By Illhari tradition. Though, as we’ve seen, the Taliri have other rules.”

Dekklis matched his tone. “And bondies don’t wear Illhari marks of citizenship under their collars, by tradition. At least, not since the Purge. I think the rules have changed for Illhari, too.”

It was illegal for a bondie to carry arms. But nothing said a man couldn’t wear his collar after manumission, or continue to serve his House. So, Toer wasn’t arming its bondies. No. It was arming its new citizens, members of its household, in perfect accord with the law. That was straight out of the histories. An old practice, when the Houses made war on each other, to teach the bondies to fight in exchange for freedom. Bondies so loyal, they wouldn’t leave service. She hadn’t believed those stories. Still didn’t.

The headache was back, thumping behind her eyes. “First Spear Per. You and—” The troopers all looked alike, young and female and immaculately stuffed into their armor. She swept four up in a gesture. “These four. You will all wait out here, with our new friend, and hold our egress. The rest of you will come with me.”

Toer’s house was laid out much like any other built before the Purge. Half manor, half fortress. There was a second set of double doors, closed, just past the first, on the far side of an antechamber that would, Dek reckoned, just barely hold everyone. A rich little room, all polished marble and elaborate mosaics on the walls and the ceiling. Fine craftsmanship up there, an intricate depiction of some Toer ancestor defeating an Alviri chieftain in single combat.

Meant to impress, oh yes. Meant for murder, too. Those doors on the far side would bar from the inside. And in the ceiling—yes, there. Smaller openings studded among the tiles, big enough for a small crossbow or a stream of hot oil and foremothers knew what else.

Toer should have followed post-Purge custom and bricked over those holes. But those holes might have been unbricked in recent months. Dekklis traded a look with Rurik, who damn sure knew what those holes were for, K’Hess being a House old as Toer or Szanys.

“Someone up there?” she murmured. “Would you wager?”

“I would not.”

“Mm. Me neither. All right. —I see murder holes,” she announced, for the benefit of her Midtowner soldiers. “Adept. Can you tell if there’s anyone up there?”

Belaery pulled a face. “No.”

“Pity. Veiko’s dog would know,” Dekklis said. “So would the svartjagr. Perhaps we need to add to our company.”

“I can tell.” Istel bowed, legion-proper, from his place on the edge of the troops. “First Legate. If you will permit.”

Her skin tightened. Chilled. But hell if she’d turn down help.

“Go.” Let the troops think Istel’s skill came from the being a scout in the Sixth in the wild north.

It took all Dek’s own discipline not to flinch as he eeled between her and Rurik. The gaze he turned on her was Istel’s, dark and honest. The smirk belonged to a stranger.

“A moment, First Legate.”

Istel made a show of looking up at the ceiling. Of squinting and frowning and edging into the room, one oiled glide-step at a time. He clung to the walls like shadow. Stared intently at the hole most directly over the room’s center. Looked at Dekklis, then, and nodded.

Somewhere overhead, a wet thump. Cold crawled over Dek’s skin.

“There’s no one up there, First Legate.”

Anymore. Hell and damn. Dekklis straightened. Nodded briskly and spoke past the heart beating hard in her throat. “All right, Second Scout. You take point.”


CHAPTER TEN

Still Waters was midway down the Street of Silk Curtains, a turn south from Market Bridge. Of all Cardik’s hot springs, the ones here smelled the worst. Snow had told Aneki once she should call the place Stink Waters, not Still Waters, but Snow had made good coin mixing salts and herbs to render the water neutral, if not pleasant. And it was always worse when it rained. Meant you smoked more jenja or burned sweetleaf in the firedog to compete. Or hoped for a breeze to carry the odor north and across Market, toward the tanners, where no one would notice more stench.

No one would notice anything now.

Eerie quiet down here, despite the rain. There were rats, almost certainly. Cats, maybe. All manner of vermin. But no one peered out the windows. The silk curtains for which the street had been named were gone. No fires, witch or otherwise, to break the grey.

Runnels of filth churned along the streets, washing over Logi’s paws and testing the oiled seams of her boots. Mixed cobble and stone streets, hardpack alleys that turned to mud in bad weather and had a habit of running into the streets. There were bondies whose whole job it was to clean up the alleys after rain or melting snow, brooms and shovels to push the dirt back where it belonged. Now, in their absence, the streets were smeared and buried, with mud drifted up against the doors like thick snow.

Doors were the first thing to go in a riot. Smashed in, cracked open. She hadn’t seen a door intact yet, but here—here, the witchfire showed her doors closed and crossed with ragged boards, rough-nailed into the frames. There was breakage on some of the edges, where the doors splintered out. Most of the Street’s structures had no ground-floor windows. The ones that did looked like the doors. Showed splintering around the edges, too, bristling outward, as if something had burst from the inside.

Dear Laughing God.

“Veiko,” she said. “Look.”

“I see.” Veiko did not turn his head. Eyes level, pointed straight down at the street, as if he feared for his footing. Hard to imagine his face any more grim. “In the north, this is done when one wishes to burn the house down with its inhabitants inside.” 

Her shock lasted one heartbeat. Then she considered some of Illharek’s history, before the Purge. The Houses had done similar things to each other then. And now—well. They’d probably resurrect the old practices out of a sense of nostalgia.

“Well, there’s no sign of fires, yeah? This seems like a lot of wasted effort. Why lock people in? Just break the doors down, yeah? Drag people out.”

“Nailed doors are a barrier to the angry dead.”

She chewed on that then and kept silent. Tried not to think what might be waiting at Still Waters.

Aneki said you would come.

Still Waters had been Aneki’s great pride. Bathhouse and brothel, with a good reputation and a regular clientele from the garrison. Fresh paint each spring on its shutters and door. Fresh whitewash on its bricks, and a sign forged out of iron. Still Waters had been, well, not a gem, exactly. But certainly well kept and respectable.

Not bad for a bondie’s lifework, is it?

Not that Aneki had been a bondie any of the years Snow had known her. She had a scar on her neck from the collar with the Illhari sigil that meant freed and citizen right beside it. She was a half-blood whose mother had been a bondie in a place like this one. She’d claimed an Alvir mother some days, a Talir mother on others. Confessed once she had not known and did not care.

One toadbelly’s like another, yeah?

For the first time since it started, Snow was glad for the rain. Glad for the relentless grey and blur, so she did not have to notice the peeling paint on Still Waters’ shutters, or that the sign was altogether missing. There were boards across the door, same as everywhere else on the street. Still Waters had windows on its ground level, flat slits high on the walls, too narrow for anyone to get through. Those shutters too were blocked and sealed. But the shutters on the second and third floors were intact. Closed from the inside, unbroken. Looked like Aneki had shut the place up against the storm, yeah, Snow could imagine that. Could imagine her still inside.

Or not. Laughing God.

“Listen, Veiko. I say we wait in a doorway until the rain stops. I can conjure a damn fire. You listening?” She tried to catch his gaze. Gave up and put her hand in the center of his chest, instead, and slapped hard. His armor ate most of the impact, but he was wet enough that water squelched through the patches of leather and metal.

Might as well push the mountain, for all the good it did her. Might as well strip and dance in the street, for all the attention he paid.

“No,” he said. He peeled her palm off his chest and held it. Hard to say whose skin was colder. He stretched his hand out, still gripping hers, so that she had to turn with him. “Look.”

But it was only Logi, sniffing the barred front door. Pawing at the corners.

“There is something inside that he wants.”

“Probably a rat.”

“Not a rat.”

She wanted to ask What then? Reckoned she knew the answer. Angry dead. Ghosts. Aneki’s bones in the hallway. Hope shattered against the back of her throat. She didn’t protest when he gripped her hand even harder, when he pulled her with him around the corner.

The alley behind Still Waters, like the others, suffered an excess of neglect. Mud to the ankles. Some of the buildings had courtyards that opened onto the alley. Most of those were overgrown and ruined—gates pulled off, broken tiles and churned earth where there had been gardens and fountains and pretty plazas. The back doors, like the front, had been nailed closed, blocked, sealed.

Somewhere, beyond the storm, the sun gave up and slipped below the horizon. Snow felt that shift. A chill that went deeper than skin. A darkness creeping up on the witchfire’s limits, eating away at its glow. There’d been a day she’d’ve loved this kind of shadow. Worn it like a cloak and slunk around Cardik, feeling smug that no one saw her. Now she’d walk naked across Market Bridge to see those lamps carving out spots of bright. Now she’d give a finger if she saw Still Waters’ gate in one piece and—

Please, no one, God or spirit, had been listening to hold her to that bargain. Because that was the old wrought-iron gate, all leaves and vines and narrow metal bars, still standing between the brick posts. That was the lock, rust-red now, hanging off the chain on the inside. The bars had seen some damage. Bright lines scored into the black, silver wounds where weapons had struck. But the bars themselves had not bent. Had not broken. And that meant the wards on the iron gate were intact.

Snow passed her hand over them. They glowed. Recognized her. Warmed her skin as she wiggled fingers and palm through the gaps in the bars. Wards intact. Lock still in place. And the back door, across the courtyard, had no boards across it.

She pulled her hand back. Crouched and worked at her left boot. There was a pocket up at the top, small and tight on a good day. Now the leather was swollen and stiff. She worked a finger into the pocket. Grunted as she drew out the slim metal rods.

“I told Aneki, get this gate. Said no one but children could get their arms through the bars. The fuck did I tell her that?”

“Why did you not simply ward the lock, too?”

“Because Aneki trusted keys more than conjuring. Or maybe more than she trusted me, yeah?”

Snow stretched up on her toes and rolled her shoulder. For the first time, she was glad for the rain, slick on her skin. Almost as good as oil. She willed the witchfire out of her right hand, sent it licking up her arm and across her shoulders and down the other side. They were between waves of rain at the moment, down to a miserable mist. But the mountains still snarled with thunder. Summer storms moved fast. Best she did, too.

Briel, she sent, and an image of this place. Of the firedog as she remembered it, and a room warm and dry. Come here. Come home.

Got wet svartjagr back, cold svartjagr. Svartjagr very interested in

fire

and

warm room.

Got a sending of cold and narrow, of water dripping, and then movement. Icy slash of drops on

my

Briel’s hide as she launched into the storm.

Careful, Snow wished her. Stay low.

Lightning split the darkness. Bleached everything visible, flicker and dim and bright again. The courtyard was all weeds now, the garden overgrown. And the back door was ajar, when it had been closed, and it was exactly wide enough for a woman’s face.

There, pale smear, and gone in the next flash.

Logi’s ooof was lost in the thunder, but his stance was clear enough. Ears up. Tail stiff. Nose working. But not snarling. Not barking and lunging.

“There is something,” said Veiko.

“Something, what? A rat? Or a person? Or does he bark at ghosts?”

He shook his head. Sent water sluicing off his braids. “He remembers this place.”

“Logi’s sentimental now? Fuck and damn.” But no one came outside. No one shut the back door, either. Maybe there was someone in there, waiting. Watching. Maybe priming a crossbow, think of that.

Veiko’s problem, then. He had her back. He had a damn hunting bow. She had smaller, more pressing problems.

Snow leaned her head against the bars. Closed her eyes and probed around the lock’s guts. Damn Aneki anyway, for taking her advice.

She bit her lip and eased her pick deeper into the lock. Held her breath. Lightning and thunder together, flash and bang, so that the gate rattled on its post. Logi loosed a bark that could’ve cracked stone. She caught breath and willed her heart slow down and congratulated herself on keeping hold of the damned pick, never mind cold stiff fingers—she looked up, meaning to shake rain from her eyes, and froze solid.

There was a woman in the courtyard, creeping along the edges of wall and garden where the shadows grew deep as the vines. Shock slammed up under Snow’s ribs, sent hot and cold racing down all of her limbs. Her hand spasmed, driving the pick deeper into the lock. A snap she felt, rather than heard, as the slim metal broke. The lock gave way. Clicked and hinged open. Her eyes flicked that direction—

Thank you, Laughing God.

—and then, when she looked back, the courtyard was empty.

Could’ve been a ghost, but more likely her own fool imagining. She wished for Briel’s svartjagr senses right now, that could find shapes in pitch dark. But Briel was still some distance away. Too far to help.

She eeled her arm out of the gate. Swung it open. The metal creaked, shuddered a protest she could feel against her hand.

“Gate hasn’t opened in a long time,” she said.

“Mm.” Veiko pushed gently past her. He held his axe in one hand. Had a fistful of Logi’s scruff in the other. The dog’s ears and tail were still straight. But he wasn’t rushing ahead.

Snow called the witchfire back to her hand. Raised it high and peeled the shadows back, so that the light crept farther into the courtyard. It weakened as it traveled, turned from glow to tepid dim, so that everything it touched took on shades of cobalt and smoke.

“Angry dead?” Her voice got as far as the edge of the witchfire. Died there, in the shadows.

“Perhaps.” Veiko took a breath. Held it. Sang a few liquid notes in his own language. The song didn’t travel far. Slammed into the rain and the dark and stopped, at the edge of the witchfire.

“If there are angry dead, they will stay back,” he said. He pushed the door open with the head of his axe. Stood back and aside, in case something rushed out.

Only quiet. Only shadows. The latch on the door was broken. It rocked on its hinges as the breeze lifted. Sagged back again as the storm took a breath.

Snow went inside first, in the witchfire’s wake.

* * *

There were more fair-skinned Toer bondies in the halls, wearing collars and fresh ink. They froze when they saw soldiers in the hallways. Some ran, but not far, not fast. They didn’t resist Neela’s herding. Huddled together like unhappy sheep and shivered. Expecting abuse, which was no surprise in a House like this. Conservative. Anti-Reform. But no godsworn yet. They had to be somewhere inside, unless Toer’s highborn residents had abandoned the place.

“No,” Istel said, when Dekklis mentioned the possibility. “They’re here.”

“Laying ambush?”

He shrugged. “Could be. But they’re letting us get pretty deep.”

“The better to trap us,” Rurik murmured. “Well, let them try.” He sounded as if he might welcome the attempt.

The first resistance came at the doorway that led to the family wing. It was a Dvergir male this time, clearly a consort. Slim and soft-bodied and shaking so hard, the blade in his hand looked more like grass in a gale than solid metal.

“You will come no further,” he said, and squared across the doorway. “In Toer’s name—”

“Oh, motherless hell,” Rurik muttered. “Dek, let me handle this. I know him.” Then he laughed out loud. “Suo’Tik Brek. I thought that was you. Put the sword down, yeah? Before someone sticks you with it.”

Brek startled back a step. Squinted and poked his head in Rurik’s direction. “K’Hess Rurik? Is that you?”

“It is.” Rurik took the very untraditional lead, ranged himself in front of Dekklis and Belaery and Praefecta K’Hari. “I’m First Tribune now. And you need to put that weapon down, in the name of Illharek. Savvy that? The First Legate’s here, and she isn’t happy with this toadshit.”

Brek blinked hard. Swung his head back and forth like a bear sniffing berries. The sword wobbled harder. “I have, I mean—Domina commanded me hold this door.”

“Domina commanded you die here, then.” Dekklis shouldered forward. “Put the blade down, or you will do exactly that. Your First Legate commands, in Illharek’s name. You’re Illhari, Suo’Tik Brek, from a good House. Not a heretic and a traitor.”

You could admire the man’s bravery. Brek shook his head. Steadier now, all his courage holding him upright: “No, First Legate. I can’t. I—”

Came a crack then, like thunder from Above. The whole of House Toer shivered. A faint smoke-smell drifted down the corridor.

“Conjuring,” Belaery snapped. “Or godmagic.”

“Go,” Dekklis said. “Istel, go with her.”

Dekklis reckoned Brek would step aside then. He might be brave, but he wasn’t suicidal, and Illhari consorts didn’t fight. They played chieftain’s table with each other, practiced dancing, maybe did a little painting. They didn’t train at arms. Brek would stand aside and Dekklis could disarm him and send him home to House Suo’Tik—

Brek shouted and swung hard at the first target that moved into range—Istel, who did not break stride. Instead, he flowed sideways, drew his sword and dragged its length across Brek’s belly. Brek was too shocked to scream. Gasped and doubled as the blood and shit-stink of guts filled the hallway. Dropped the sword and tilted forward, baring the back of his neck for Istel’s neat downward chop. His body dropped like a sack of wet meal.

A moment then while Istel braced a foot and pried his blade loose. Brek’s head flopped, half unhinged. Eyes staring, mouth slack, as the blood gushed across the stones.

Then Istel stepped past him, sword still drawn, Rurik on his heels. One eyeblink after that, Belaery hop-skipped over the spreading blood. One of the bondies in custody let out a thin wail, until a soldier cuffed him silent.

“Hell,” said K’Hari Dannike. “His mother’s going to spit svartjagrs when she hears about this.”

“Can’t say I care what she does. Suo’Tik is as old as Toer. Bet me this heresy toadshit isn’t there, too.” Dekklis finished Istel’s work, quick hard cut, and rolled the head facedown.

“Fuck and damn, Dek—”

“Shut it.”

Dekklis threw her old commander a hard look. Not the time to explain angry dead and Veiko’s advice and why Dekklis believed it. This was a time for order, and for orders. “Praefecta. Take a triad up the left passage. Make sure there are no more armed consorts up there. If they disarm, arrest them. If they resist arrest, you kill them. —Rest of you, follow me.”

She stepped over the

damn waste

cooling meat in the doorway. Moved fast up the corridor, careful of bloodslick boots on tile, until she heard a crack like splitting stone and saw the smoke fingers reaching along the ceiling.

She started to run then, full-out. Skidded up the curve of the corridor, bounced off the wall, kept going. There was a room at the not-quite-end of the hallway, door blown sidelong and smoldering across the threshold. There was fresh blood and another body: a servant, Dvergir and female, this time. And beyond her, two more bodies on the floor inside. Toer’s third and fourth daughters—hell and damn, what were their names?—sprawled and twisted as if they’d been thrown across the room. Scorch marks crawled up the walls, and whatever furnishings the room had had were smoking and melted shapeless.

Toer’s fifth daughter—Valiss, wasn’t it?—stood there, waiting for them, bloody-faced, hands raised and empty and open in surrender. There was a mark on her right palm. Tal’Shik’s symbol. Of Toer’s matron, there was no sign at all.

Dekklis couldn’t summon any surprise for that, or the sigils inked into the hands of her sisters, or for the slag-pile that had been intricate stonework and mosaic.

“Belaery, did you see what that was? An altar?”

“Apologies,” Belaery said, and tucked a thread of loose hair over her ear. “I don’t know. This little toadfucker here”—she threw a kick at the third daughter’s corpse—“studied with us for a season. Knew just enough conjuring to get herself killed when I tried to stop her, and took most of the room with her. They were intent on destroying it, whatever it was. Which, as you can see, they did.”

Dekklis closed her eyes. Her blood beat red across the back of her eyelids. She heard Istel moving. Heard the soft clink of steel manacles, and a grunt from Valiss that said Istel was not being gentle with his arrest. Good.

Rurik said crisply, “All right. Then we ask Valiss there what it was. She’ll tell us.”

“No. She won’t.” Istel’s anger was a blast of heat like a furnace door opened and shut. “She bit off her own tongue.”

Dek’s eyes snapped open. Found Toer Valiss grinning at her, red leaking down her chin. Laughing, damn her, because Valiss knew what the law said. She was House Toer, entitled to a Senate hearing to decide her guilt. That hearing would turn into Suburban street theatre, with a Midtowner adept saying what she had seen, while Toer Valiss stood there mutilated and mute and Toer’s matron squawked and howled about procedures and rules and how dare that conjuror speak here, what had they done to her daughter. The men—Rurik, Istel—wouldn’t be allowed to testify at all. So, the only evidence would be that mark on Valiss’s hand. And who could say the adept hadn’t put it there? It wouldn’t matter what Belaery said, not when it was a Senator’s word against a Midtowner adept’s.

“Toer Valiss,” Rurik gritted. Waited, as her laugh sank into gurgling. “Toer Valiss, in the name of the Illhari Republic, I place you under arrest for heresy and treas—”

“Wait.” Dekklis raised her fist. “First Spear.” And when Neela came up beside her: “Clear the house of any resistance. I want all our people out. Tell the Praefecta I want the consorts locked in their chambers. I want the bondies brought with us. Is that clear?”

“Yes, First Legate.”

“Good. Go. —First Tribune, Adept, Second Scout: you stay with me.”

Neela snapped a salute. Collected her troops with a nod and a gesture. They filed out in neat order. Young troopers, all Illhari, none of them having seen any real action. But disciplined. No looking back, no questioning looks tossed between them. They might talk in the barracks, later. They might not. Per and Neela had picked this lot out of the Midtown and Suburban ranks. Special assignment for people who would not otherwise be chosen for anything official. People with no reason to gossip to highborn relatives.

“Adept,” Dek said, when the last bootstep had faded. “I have a question. Can you conjure fire? True fire. Not witchfire. “

Belaery snorted. “Of course.”

“You said the third daughter studied in the Academy. Could she conjure true fire?”

Belaery cocked her head. Her eyes narrowed. “Yes. It’s one of the earliest lessons.”

“Good. —First Tribune, would you please retrieve that damn idiot Brek? His body should be in here.”

Rurik was frowning at her. Jerked a nod and spun and stomped disapproval all the way down the hallway.

“First Legate Szanys Dekklis.” Belaery dragged her name out, tasted the syllables. “What are you thinking?”

“That accidents happen. That half-trained conjurors engaged in illegal activities might make mistakes. I know about backlash.”

“There wouldn’t be backlash here. Not in Illharek.” Comprehension spilled across Belaery’s face like ink. “But an idiot could botch a conjuring. The Toer daughter was fairly untalented.”

“So, she could have caused a catastrophic fire.”

Valiss’s eyes were wider now. Furious. She made sloppy, angry sounds, sent fresh blood running over her chin. Muddy syllables, impossible to make out—but the cadence and level of outrage suggested you wouldn’t dare and you can’t do this.

“Of course I can,” Dekklis told her. “You’re a heretic and a traitor. Your whole family is.”

More howling.

Belaery sidled close. Turned her face away from Valiss and murmured, “Burn the place. First Legate. Are you certain?”

“Yes.”

“The consorts, First Legate. You said we should lock them in.”

“And so you should. You saw Suo’Tik Brek’s behavior. Assume they’ve all been compromised.”

Belaery frowned. “You’re saying destroy House Toer.”

“Well. The matron isn’t here, is she? So, technically, House Toer will survive.”

Rurik came back then, scrape and slither as he dragged Brek by his boots. He heaved the corpse across the highborn sisters. Valiss gurgled new outrage. Wriggled against the manacles.

“Istel, hold her.”

“Yes, First Legate.” He jerked her up by the manacles. Kicked her onto her knees and braced a foot on her legs.

Rurik figured it out then. Surged a step forward and stopped like he’d hit a wall. Wide eyes rolled over Dekklis and past her, toward Valiss. Toward Istel. His mouth clipped shut.

Belaery said nothing. Folded her hands and stood back as if waiting for someone to serve tea. Istel wore no expression at all—wholly himself, perhaps, for the first time since entering Toer.

There were ways to kill highborn found guilty of treason. Cast them into the Jukainnen’s Gap, a chasm so deep their bones could not be retrieved. No blood spilled: that was the law now, after the Purge. The civilized law meant to recast five hundred years of bloodfeud custom.

There was the law, and then there was serving Illharek. Had been a time those things were the same. Not anymore.

Valiss tipped her chin up, defiant even from her knees. She spat blood and hate at Dekklis. It hit close enough to splatter the toes of her boots. Another stain for the collection.

Dekklis nodded. Smiled faintly. Flexed her right hand and drew the short legion blade. This was her scout’s sword, carried from Cardik. Dull black Illhari steel, sharpened and oiled and oh, so well used. Two steps and she stuck her blade through Toer Valiss’s chest. Leaned down as the other woman sagged and got busy dying. Put her mouth next to Valiss’s ear.

“If you have a tongue in the ghost roads, you tell Tal’Shik we’re coming.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Of all the ghosts Veiko had encountered, Still Waters was the saddest.

He had come here the first time hanging off Snow like a wet cloak, fever-wasted and wounded. He remembered slashes of violent color and blinding bonfires studding the walls. Spice and perfume crawling down his throat, resting on his tongue. Remembered the buzz of the place, a hive full of voices blurred and intolerably loud. Remembered a grim stagger down this very corridor, his eyes fixed on the tiles, counting the seams between them. Cursing the place for its brightness, its strangeness, its vivid intrusion.

Now the sconces were empty, the corridor dark. The only smells were dust and rain and the faint reek of the pools. Snow’s witchfire sank into the cracks in the tiles, lingered over the ruined frescoes. They passed the kitchen, with its cold hearth and bare floor. Still Waters’ back corridor had been a wall of heavy doors once, each with its own metal lock. Expensive rooms, thick-walled for privacy, each with its own stone bath. He touched a naked doorframe. The hinges showed signs of violence. Rain swept into the room through the crack in the shutter, rattled onto the tile like hail.

But no broken glass. No splinters and slivers of wood. And:

“There are no bodies,” he said. “Where are they?”

“You’re the noidghe, yeah? The dead are your job.” Snow trailed her fingers along a ruined fresco. “Someone’s cleaned the place up. Makes you wonder who. And when.”

She looked at him, and he saw the hope in her eyes: because the ghost—Teslin, Ehkla, whoever she had been—had said Aneki had something to say to her. Snow wanted him to

lie

tell her that it was possible Aneki had survived. That she was here now.

But Aneki would have met them at the gate. She wouldn’t hide in the shadows. Not if she lived.

The angry dead, however, might well hide from the living. And there was something here. Logi stood in the middle of the corridor. Ears up, tail stiff. Slowly, the fur on his back rose. And then Veiko heard what he did: a faint scratch and scrape, what might be boots on flagstone. What was not, most definitely, just rats.

“Snow,” Veiko said.

She’d heard it. Gathered the witchfire between her palms, grew it wide and tossed it up so that it spread across the narrow ceiling. Its light chased up the corridor, blasting dark out of all the corners.

Catching, just barely, the trailing hem of a skirt as its wearer skipped around the corner.

Veiko hummed under his breath, barely enough air in his throat for a note. A vibration that traveled from throat all through him, into his bones, out to his skin. A spirit would feel it and withdraw. The angry dead would not. They were driven by malice, revenge, no love for the living. No fear of a noidghe’s songs, either. But, having bodies, they were vulnerable to physical wounds.

Veiko slipped the axe free. Put out a hand to Snow, to signal caution and stay behind me. Felt the brush of her hip as she passed him, long determined strides with no caution at all in them.

“Aneki!” she called. “That you?”

“Snowdenaelikk. So, it is you.” That was Aneki’s voice. Smoky and torn on the edges, but not a ghost’s whispers.

Veiko reached his partner’s side then. Raised the axe and held it in front of them both.

“Veiko. Peace, yeah? It’s just me.”

Aneki held up empty hands. She favored her Alviri heritage, fair-skinned, fair hair bleached almost white. Only her eyes showed her Dvergir half, dark and huge, swallowing the witchfire’s glow. Her orange silk skirt showed signs of hard wear, tattered hems and one dark stain across it, and her blouse was missing a part of one sleeve. The scar around her throat from the bondie collar looked like old blood, a dark smear around pale skin.

Snow was breathing hard, like she’d run all the way from the gate. “Aneki.”

Aneki smiled, bright and brittle. “Welcome, yeah? Both of you.”

A second figure moved in the corridor’s dimness. Alviri, uncollared and showing citizen’s ink on her bare neck. Wild hair, wilder eyes, blankets slung around her like a cloak. Long knives naked in her fists. Boots visible below the blanket’s hem, laced tight. And a face Veiko recognized. Aneki told him once she’d picked Fridis out for her coloring, copper hair and spruce-blue eyes and skin just dusted with freckles. Sweet-faced, Aneki said, if a man didn’t look close.

Veiko had thought then that any man who found Fridis sweet-faced was not looking at her face at all. He remembered a hard-eyed woman with round breasts and hair to her hips. Recognized only the eyes now, and they had grown even harder. She had shrunk gaunt as Snowdenaelikk, her hair hacked ragged at her chin.

“Fridis,” he said. She flinched, just a little, as he said her name. Stared at him, as if she’d never seen him before.

“It’s Snowdenaelikk and Veiko, that’s all, and the damn dog,” Aneki said. “It’s all right, Fridis.”

“Long time since that was true,” Fridis said. Her voice came out jagged.

Aneki looked at her. Something passed between them that ended in Fridis’s jaw squaring tight. “See to dinner, will you? —She’s a good girl,” said Aneki as Fridis stalked away. “But it’s been hard. I didn’t think I’d see you again, Snow. The hell did you come back here?”

Snow put a hand on Veiko’s axe arm. Not quite put it down, but a definite wait. “The hell didn’t you leave?”

“Told you. This is my place. No army’s going to chase me out.”

“Place looks…” Audible pause, as Snow sifted for words. “…better than I’d expected.”

“Hah. Well. We cleaned it up. No point in living here in filth, yeah? The Taliri were thorough when they came through. I don’t know what they thought they’d find.”

“Sure you do.” Snow’s voice was a gentle blank. “They were looking for me. For Veiko.”

“Hm. Maybe. But if they wanted you, I’d’ve reckoned they’d ask, and they didn’t. Tore all the doors open, smashed some things.” She pointed down the hall, toward the public bath chamber. “My screens are gone. All the way from the Ruslands, and now they’re smashed to kindling. Fucking Taliri. At least we got a few nights’ cooking out of them. The screens, not the men. Don’t look at me like that.”

Aneki took the turn toward the central chamber, where clients could meet and mingle with the staff before moving into the baths or up to a room. The damage here was worse. Mosaics smashed, the massive statues rendered headless. That made them lovelier, in Veiko’s estimation; he had never liked the smooth blank faces. But Snowdenaelikk stopped at the base of the woman. Put a careful hand on the statue’s thigh.

“What did they do to you?”

“Fuck and damn, Snow. What do you think?” Aneki made a noise in her throat. “What raiders always do. But it was mostly just bruises. A split lip for Fridis, but only because she hit back.”

Snow might’ve been a statue herself, for all the motion in her face. The witchfire settled onto the peaks of nose and cheekbones and chin. Left the valleys dark. Left her eyes two pools of flat nothing.

“Here’s a funny thing.” Aneki’s voice said it wasn’t. “When the Taliri came through the first time, there was one door they left alone. Yours, yeah? I reckoned you must’ve done something, made it so they couldn’t see it. So we moved in once they left. Should’ve had you ward the whole place like that.”

Snow looked like she’d swallowed a live frog. “Would’ve cost you customers.”

“Huh. Well. We got new priorities now. We want people to avoid us.” Aneki laughed. She ducked through a side passage, to the private apartments, and waved a hand at the stairs. “Don’t wait for me, yeah? Go on ahead. Fridis has dinner waiting.”

Had been a time Veiko dreaded those stairs, when his leg was half-healed and every step hurt like fire. He had wondered then if it was Aneki’s idea to lease them rooms on the second floor, where Veiko must walk the length of the residents’ private hall anytime he wished to leave. Ancestors knew, his discomfort and embarrassment had amused them, with his stubborn refusal to look into open doors no matter what sounds he might hear.

It was only later he’d realized that Snowdenaelikk had chosen their flat, and it had been both kindness and wisdom. Its windows faced away from the main street, opened across the courtyard, where a man unused to cities might find what quiet he could and catch clean air off the mountain. Where a svartjagr might come and go easily and unseen. Where a noidghe might practice his skills in privacy, with no one having excuse to pass his door. And where a conjuror might weave her witchery, so that no one would find any reason to notice that last doorway at the end of a dark hall.

That hallway now seemed very long, its shadows very deep. Snow’s witchfire blazed like a candle, drawing his gaze to it. Hiding what lay beyond in the dark.

Aneki had said she and Fridis had moved into the old flat. And Aneki had said see to dinner. There should be an open door, and a wedge of light, and perhaps the smells of supper. Not a long row of dark doors.

His skin tingled. Shivered all the way to his bones, like his hummed song come back to him. A warning, that was all.

“Snow,” he said, his own warning. He stopped and turned. Logi crowded into his knees. Grunted a dog’s puzzlement. Beyond Logi, Aneki’s silhouette sulked at the edge of the witchfire. She had come only a little way up the stairs. Raised both hands again, palms out.

“Veiko,” she said. “Easy. It’s only me.”

He had never seen, with his own eyes, the destruction wrought by angry dead. But he had heard stories. Houses crushed. Bodies hanging by their own guts from the trees.

“Where is Fridis?” he asked.

Aneki shook her head. “Veiko. You know me.”

“She’s up ahead,” said Snow, hard-voiced. “Hiding in one of the rooms. Thinks I can’t hear her moving in there, but I can. —Come on out, yeah?”

Veiko heard a soft footscuff that might be Fridis doing as she was told. He did not turn to look, trusting Snow at his back.

“They are angry dead,” he said.

Snow caught her breath. “Reckoned that. I don’t smell any dinner up here. Don’t see any lights. Didn’t see any from outside, either. —And then there’s you, Aneki, hiding in the dark. Is this some kind of ambush?”

“Snow. Listen.” Aneki dared another stair. Never looked away from Veiko’s face. “We’re no danger to you.”

“Yeah? Then tell your girl to come out where I can see her.”

“Fridis,” said Aneki. She sounded tired.

“Told you this was a bad idea,” said Fridis. “Told you Veiko’d figure it out.”

The hallway boards creaked in a place Veiko remembered. Oh, ancestors, Fridis was between them and their flat, with Aneki on the stairs. The skin on his neck prickled.

Metal sang as Snow pulled her seax free. Logi growled.

“Right. Thank you, Fridis. Now you can turn right around and go back inside. That’s right. Hands where I see them. I’ll wager I’m faster than you, if it comes to a fight.”

Aneki tried again. “Snow, please. Just listen.”

“Never thought I’d see you alive again,” Snow said. “Guess I haven’t. You stay there.” Snow’s free hand came back and found a fistful of Veiko’s sleeve. “Stay close, yeah?”

They moved together, shuffle-steps, along the hallway. Past the wounded doors, splintered and gaping on what had once been people’s homes. The witchfire poked into those darknesses, passed over the ruins. Passed over Fridis where she stood in the wreckage of what had been her own rooms. She stood, arms out straight, palms empty. Veiko thought he saw the gleam of teeth, smile or snarl.

“Veiko,” she said. “You’re in no danger from us, yeah? Just listen.”

A noidghe knew better.

They had reached the end of the hall now. Their own door was still closed; Aneki had told truth about that. There were scores in the wood, long gashes that said someone had tried to cut through. Scorch marks, too, greasy black in the witchlight, that said the door had fought back.

Aneki came the rest of the way up the stairs. Her hands hung limp at her sides. “I told you, Snow,” she called past Veiko. “Your wards held.”

“That’s how I knew you were full of toadshit, yeah? When you said you moved in. They work against the living, Aneki. If you were still breathing, you’d know that.”

“If we wanted you dead, Snow, we’d’ve been waiting inside. You know that.”

“So you say.” Snow got the door open. And then they were both inside, and Logi with them, and she slammed the door again. Dropped the bar in place. Leaned her back against the door and put her hands on her thighs. Her fingers clenched and flexed like claws. “Bel taught me another set of wards. Old conjuring, yeah? Pre-Purge. Should work against them.”

“There is no need. It will not take long to deal with them.” The corridor outside was narrow. They would not be able to flank him. “Keep Logi in here.”

“The fuck are you going? There’s a bar on the door, yeah? They’re not getting in before I get the wards drawn.”

“They are angry dead,” he said, baffled. The sky is blue. Water is wet. “Their heads must come off.”

She came around in front of him, got between him and the door. Pushed her hand flat on his chest. “They’re my friends. Aneki’s right, yeah? If she and Fridis wanted us dead, we would both be swallowing black river water right now.”

The angry dead had no reason in them. That was common wisdom. That same wisdom said strike the head from the body, turn the face to the earth, and burn both together. A wise man would settle this now, safe and easy. A wise man would push past his partner and go look for the bodies and have done.

But a noidghe’s wisdom was a different sort. A noidghe spoke to spirits. A noidghe did not fear the dead, angry or otherwise.

Tell that to his hands, cold and slick and knotted. Tell that to his heart, beating fast and hard in his throat. Tell that to the man he had been last winter, who had never wanted to be noidghe, for whom common wisdom had not done any good. Tell that to his partner, who could and should be noidghe, and would not, as long as she let her fear guide her.

Take that lesson, then. Learn from it. Snowdenaelikk’s fear was not his obstacle. His own was. A man could be forgiven for fearing the angry dead. Common wisdom was right about that. But killing Aneki would not undo his fear. Killing Aneki and Fridis would not make him other than noidghe, return him to man and hunter and common wisdom’s comfort.

And they had not tried to hurt him. Or Snow. That must mean something. Snow was not afraid of them. That could be foolishness, but it might be another kind of wisdom, too.

“Veiko.”

Snow still had her hand on him. His heart was likely leaving bruises on her palm. He set the axe down. Looked down into her face. Midnight eyes so deep, a man expected to see stars.

“Draw your wards.” Then Veiko turned his back and crossed the room to his old place at the hearth. The straw pallet had not been changed since the spring and their leaving. He spread his damp cloak across it. Sat down, and got back up again fast when the straw squeaked and shifted. He let Logi amuse himself with the displaced mice. Watched as Snow traced a pattern of fresh marks along the lintel, down each side of the frame, across the door itself. Then she stalked the room’s perimeter three times, dragging her fingers along the crease of ceiling and wall, and wall and floor. The third time, she touched nothing, but a line of white fire flared up after her.

Veiko’s skin prickled. Tightened, as if he’d gotten too close to a fire, but he felt no actual heat. A sudden headache bloomed behind his eyes. He closed them. The glacier and silver sky of the ghost roads no longer threatened. Only honest dark on the back of his eyelids and quiet inside his skull.

Snow walked over to the shutters. Traced another set on the shutters and then opened them wide and let the rain spit and blow in her face. Silent the whole time, which worried a man used to chatter.

“Snow,” he tried once, and got barely an eyetwitch acknowledgement.

“Waiting for Briel,” she said. “Then I’ll close them.”

He wanted to say it is not your fault, what happened. Wanted to tell her we could not have stopped what happened here. Instead, he made room on the pallet. And once Briel arrived, in a spray of wet wings and a detailed sending of every miserable moment she’d spent in flight, when Snow closed the shutters and Veiko saw the wards flare hot orange and she turned around—then he said her name a second time, and she came and curled up at his back and pulled her cloak over both of them.

* * *

Veiko opened his eyes to a gut-deep jolt of familiar. Snow poking at the firedog. Logi with his paws on the window. Briel perched on the sill, her wings making a svartjagr-shaped hole in the morning light, turning the brightness to striped silver twilight. Her pleasure in that simple warmth buzzed behind his eyes, a summer breeze pleasant and entirely at odds with the smell it carried.

A living city stank of garbage, of tanners and foodstuff and sewage. Cardik smelled like the corpse it was, and sunlight and heat were not kind to rotting things. Not kind to him, either, or the bed. Unwashed self, clothes dried and stiff and stuck with straw, wet dog. A little jenja under that, Snow’s contribution.

Snowdenaelikk had put a small kettle on the firedog. She measured a pinch of this and that from her pouches. Liquid hissed. A curl of steam came up, a trace of something sour beneath cinnamon and clove. As Snow leaned over the kettle, some of the light sneaked round Briel. Burned her hair white where it touched.

Hair that color would be a mark of beauty among his own people. She’d laugh if he told her that.

He counted the bones under her leather vest. Ribs. Spine. The razor sweep of her collarbones, ending in the little knobbed hilts of her shoulders. Aggressive nose and hostile cheekbones, and a way of looking at a man that made him want to check himself for wounds. The silver master chirurgeon’s ring gleamed in her ear like a treasure in the bottom of a lake.

In his village, she would stand out like a raven among wood grouse. He had let himself imagine her there, before the spring and her oaths to the God. That had been foolishness twice over: to think he could ever go home. To imagine she would go with him if he did. She was Illhari, and godsworn, and he had no home left.

“Missed this kettle,” she said without turning. “Can’t get one like it in Illharek. I looked. It’s a northern design.”

“Then we will take it back with us.”

“Back? Aren’t you an optimist.” She went to the shelves. Poked among the crockery. “Aneki always liked this blue cup. Wish I’d given it to her before we left.” She tipped some of the kettle’s contents into it. The Illhari citizen’s sigil moved like liquid under her skin, over her collarbone. Special ink, he knew that, made in the Academy by a handful of adepts. Soaked in witchery and conjuring, like all things Illhari.

“Veiko.”

He blinked up at her face. She jerked her brows up. Thrust the cup at him—again, must be, though he had not noticed the first offering. He took it with both hands. Ducked his chin and stared at its contents while his skin surged hot as the steam rising out of—whatever it was. He sipped. Gritted teeth and swallowed. Felt the liquid hit his gut and willed it stay there.

Snow took her own careful sip and grimaced. “I know it’s awful. I’m sorry. But I don’t trust the water.”

He grunted. The water was the least of his mistrusts, ranked behind the ghosts seething in the garrison courtyard. Behind the endless, unmoving storm hunched up over the mountains. Behind the surety of Tal’Shik’s avatar, waiting. And the angry dead somewhere in Still Waters.

He tipped his cup toward the window. There were herbs floating in the liquid. “What is this?”

“A little sweetleaf. Hyssop. Rasi, not enough to cause trouble. But it cleans the blood.” Tiny twisted smile, sour as the drink. “And jenja, which tastes really awful. But smoked or swallowed, it’s good proof against poisons. Or, at least, a great help.” She pulled out a stick of jenja. Shook it at him, like a stern finger. “I smoke. You don’t. So, you have to drink it.”

The jenja trembled in her fingers. Snow folded the stick into her hand. Glared at her fist for a heartbeat. Then she put the stick back in her pouch, slowly and precisely.

“Snow.” Suspicion gnawed in his belly, more sour than the drink. “What is it?”

They had no habit of lies with each other. He watched her consider one anyway, for two full breaths. Then, “When someone tries a ward, you feel it. It’s like, oh, a buzzing. Like bees, under your skin. The wards I drew, they’re old magic. Pre-Purge. Supposed to be spirit-proof, yeah? And last night, someone tried them. I thought maybe it was the God trying to get through. Tsabrak all pissed off at me, that’d make sense.”

“You should have waked me.”

“I thought about it. But the wards are my thing. Not much you could do. Besides.” A small smile, unbarbed and fragile. “You were very thoroughly asleep. Oh, don’t look like that. I can handle myself, yeah?”

Veiko laced his fingers hard around his cup. Took another swallow to hide his grimace, and to wash unhelpful words back down.

“So. I got up. I went to the door. And I heard her. Aneki. She was on the other side. She said, ‘I need to talk to you, Snow, open this toadfucking thing.’ Which I did not, obviously.”

Obviously. Because they were both still alive. Because the angry dead had not devoured them while they slept. Veiko stared into his mug, at the murky sludge floating just under the liquid surface. His own face rippled back at him. Not unlike the black river on his first trip to its banks, when he had seen his own death in its depths.

“And what did you say?”

“Nothing. Reckoned you were right, I shouldn’t be talking to them. She kept talking, though. Said she was sorry for scaring us. Said she meant us no harm. Said to be careful if we were going into the Warren. That there’re angry dead who come out when the sun fails.”

“The angry dead don’t like sunlight, that is true.” He gulped down the last of his cup. “But Fridis and Aneki are different. You are right: they could have attacked us, and they did not. So I am…” He squinted over her head. Looked for the words in the dancing dust motes, in the patterns of the plaster on the walls, in the grain of the lintel and door. “…uncertain. What I know says we should destroy them both now, while the sun shines. But I have been wrong before.”

“So have I. Obviously.” Snow smoothed both hands over her topknot. Cradled her skull and stared somewhere between his chest and forever. “While we have daylight, we go up into the Warren, you and me. See if there’s a dragon up there. Do a little scouting, yeah?” She smiled like it hurt. “Then we get out of Cardik before the sun sets. Take our chances out there with Kellehn and the toadshit Taliri. And make room in your pack, yeah? You’re getting the pan. I’m taking that kettle.”

* * *

The wards were pre-Purge, unearthed from one of Belaery’s tomes. Proof, she’d said, that the Academy had been part of the earliest resistance to Tal’Shik. Snow remembered Belaery’s eyes, bright with new knowledge.

Look here, Snow. See this? The word for spirit, not god, in the oldest versions. This ward is proof against all of them. —And, she added, with a small, nasty smile, anything alive, too.

Well, then, Belaery would be happy to know these wards worked on both angry dead and the God. Not a tingle out of him all night, which meant unbroken sleep until Aneki had tried the wards. Might have to draw them every time she slept somewhere with walls and roof and door.

Snow traced the glyphs of opening. Tried the handle herself. No spark. No buzz like angry hornets under her skin. She pushed the door open.

“Go ahead. It’s safe.”

Veiko grunted, two parts I spit at danger and one part I doubt that. Took the step past her and slipped through the door too quietly for a man that big. He was mostly long bones and rope muscles, no bulk, but he wasn’t light. She’d dragged him around enough to know that. He held the axe loose and ready—for angry dead, Taliri, rabid rats. Logi crowded after him.

Snow pulled the door shut behind them. Whispered the wards back and traced the last glyph in the center of the door. It glowed like blood and fire, liquid and hot and darkly red. Cast a faint glow into the corridor, driving dust and shadows back to the corners.

That’s a new trick, the God whispered. I don’t think I like it.

“Don’t care, yeah?” she snapped under her breath.

Veiko speared a glance back at her. Set his lips in an even grimmer line. He guessed the reason for her whispers. The old God had been a treacherous toadshit, yeah, but the new God was Tsabrak. Ask who Veiko preferred.

And who’s your choice, Snow?

She’d sworn oaths to the Laughing God. That was one answer. And there had been a time she chose Tsabrak, first and always; but that had been before Veiko. Now partner came first.

The empty corridor stretched ahead. The shadows crowded the walls, ran up the plaster like ink. Squares of sunlight reached through the broken frames of the doors. There were bigger, brighter patches at the top of the stairs, where the light shaft was. That was an Alviri invention, meant to light the guts of a house; the Illhari had adopted it when they began living Above, covered the top with glass or horn to keep the weather out. Aneki had covered the shafts with colored glass years before, extravagance and vanity and just damn pretty, yeah? Whole, they’d left little puddles of reds and greens and blues on the stairs, smeared and lovely. Shattered little puddles now, spots of blue and green like gems, spots of bloody red, laced with jagged lead-line shadows from the broken frames. There were damp patches on the steps where the rain had come through the gaps and warped the wood.

Old habit told Snow she should draw the shadows around them, weave and conjure distraction to keep unwanted attention away. But the cold intuition bite in her gut said shadows might be the worst thing she could call up, here and now.

“Damn tidy,” she said. “It’s a wonder more people don’t keep the angry dead as servants.”

Veiko looked back at her from the far side of a sunbeam. Dust hazed his features, reduced him to eyes and pale smudge and metal gleam off the axe blade.

“The angry dead destroy. That’s all they do.” Veiko shook his head hard, so that the braids whipped and slapped his armor. “What I know about them does not match what we see here.”

But he didn’t put the axe away or stop checking corners and shadows. They went past the main bath, where Aneki’s beloved Ruslander screens had been. Out the back door and through the courtyard and into the familiar alley, where the sun sliced a two-stride path down the center. The puddles from last night’s rain sparkled and steamed into the morning heat. Should have reeked, yeah, should have been shit and worse in that water, on a typical morning. Should have been shouting and voices and food smells, and the morning drift off the river should’ve brought the tanner’s quarter with it.

Veiko paused. Raised his chin and sniffed. Listened. A wild thing testing the wind, yeah, and it made her throat hurt to watch him. She remembered the man he had been when he came here, who jumped at loud noises, who stood at the window and stared at the sky. Trying to catch a clean breeze, he’d told her then. Trying to breathe.

He made a face. Slid her a wry, sidelong look. “This place is too quiet.”

“And here I thought you’d say you missed the smell.”

“No.” His mouth hitched and leveled. “But I prefer what was to what is.”

Not the mountain breeze he meant. What lurked on the edges of that breeze, like a feral cat in alley shadows. Death and all its memories. A hint of rot, a lot of dust, the copper taste of blood long dried.

They walked past dead buildings and dead bodies. Bones, mostly. Some tattered cloth. The ghosts were quiet, in daylight. No whispers. Snow kept her eyes out of the shadows, just in case, and was glad that Market Bridge was not far from Still Waters. The Bridge had begun as a simple arch of Alviri masonry, meant to span the S’Ranna and join both halves of the city. Conquering Illhari had conjured it wider, thicker, raised a hip-high lip along the edge, and made it into small copy of the massive Arch in Illharek. Vendors and merchants had lined its width when the city still lived. Built booths and kiosks and whole shops.

The riot had met the Sixth here last winter. There was nothing left of the market now but splinters, bones, bits of armor. A legion sword, snapped in half. The wicked metal ends of crossbow bolts, black and naked and scattered across the stones. The skewer-seller’s firedog was still there, none the worse for its long neglect in the elements. Tipped on its side, all its charcoal long scattered. There was tangled wreckage at the end of the bridge, where someone had tried to build a barricade to the Warren out of handcarts and boards and furniture. Ask if that barricade had been meant to hold riot in or keep it out. Hadn’t worked, regardless. Snow picked her way across the debris. Kept an eye on Logi’s path, too. Didn’t need the dog to spit himself.

Snow looked up to where the river tumbled out of the mountain. You couldn’t see the broken bridge of the Finger from here, pointing over the river, or the slums. Or, thank the God, the charred husk of a building where she’d called Tal’Shik into Ehkla’s dying body. She wondered what that had looked like from down here. Whether anyone had noticed the violet fire rising over the rooflines, or the dragon’s wings taking shape and spreading across the sky like smoke.

No. Probably too busy fighting and dying.

They found no more corpses as they walked. Plenty of debris and ruin, though, and more the higher they climbed. The riots had run downhill from the Warren like a flood. A flood armed with weapons Tsabrak had sold them. That she had sold them. Her fault, some of this. She remembered who’d lived on these streets. She remembered the shops and apartments, the colors of frescoes and shutters. Her old apartment block still stood, more or less intact. Janne’s tavern too, out of which Tsabrak had run cartel business, where she’d first seen the crates of stolen legion weapons hiding among barrels of beer and sacks of dubious flour. Where she’d made her first deal with Alviri refugees who only wanted to protect themselves against theft and rape and the convenient blindness of Illhari law.

Where we started all this, yeah?

The God didn’t answer. Of course he didn’t. Tsabrak had been flesh and bone then, and the God had been Tal’Shik’s ally. And she had been—hell. An idiot. Should’ve taken Veiko and gone soon as he could walk. But she’d stayed, and he had, and now Aneki was dead and Cardik was ruins and there was a toadfucking dragon living above the walls somewhere.

And they were walking straight toward it.

They climbed higher, past her old apartment block, past the Finger’s broken arch, where the streets changed from Illhari pavement to hardpack and gravel. The remaining buildings sagged against each other. Weary ancient structures made by hands and effort and poor engineering. The Alviri had been better at war than at architecture. Better at pounding hell out of the Dvergiri with their cavalry and their own clutch of godsworn, until the Dvergiri built the Illhari Republic, and trained the legions, and enforced their own peace on the Above.

So much for that peace. Hell and damn, pieces was more like it. The Warren looked like a stack of children’s blocks after a tantrum. The riot had started here, with no mercy for homes and shops and lives. She could nearly hear the riot’s echoes, smell them, smoke and blood and dying.

She stared up at the mountain, at the storm snagged on its ridge, at the remnants of blinding blue. She wished for conversation, yeah, but Veiko wasn’t good for starting it. And there were ghosts here, damn sure. Veiko was probably using all his wit and focus to keep them back.

So, Snow was surprised when Veiko said, out of dust and nothing, “The old God laughed more often.”

“What?”

“The old God,” in tones of great patience, “laughed more often.”

“Where did that come from, of a sudden?”

“An observation.”

“An observation. Huh. Maybe we’re due a name change, then. The Grim God. The God Who Smirks. Hell. Let’s call him Tsabrak and have done.”

Feel the witchfire eyes on her, cool and disapproving. “He is neither the Laughing God you remember nor your Tsabrak. He is something else. Something new.”

“He was never my Tsabrak.”

“Mm.”

“What, mm? The fuck does that mean?”

A sigh, very faint. “A name is power, with spirits, because it describes a truth. But your Laughing God is not one person, though he may have been once. Now he is many, and many truths, sharing a name that was no one at all. There is a part of this Laughing God who remembers himself as Tsabrak. But he has also devoured the one who came before, and so that God is in him too, and he has no name.”

“So? What does that mean? Besides this new God doesn’t laugh as much. Which, might I add, is very Tsabrak.”

“But he is not Tsabrak. You are not careful or precise when you name him. And you should be. You risk confusing him. And he should not be confused, not if he expects to defeat Tal’Shik. He must be the Laughing God.”

She was tired of shoulds and musts, yeah, tired of ghosts and angry dead. Tired of gods, any and all.

Future regret soured her belly. She pushed it aside. “I don’t think I need advice from a noidghe who can’t tell living flesh from angry dead, yeah? I know Tsabrak better than you do. I know the God better than you do. Both versions.”

Frost collected in his eyes. In his voice. “And yet you did not predict his betrayal.”

Briel lanced through her skull, blue lightning buzz that made her eyes sting. That was distress. Upset. Fear, fuck and damn, no reason for it. Snow was angry at Veiko, not a danger to him. And he was hardly going to plant his axe in her skull.

Except his hand was dropping to his belt, to the axe, while his eyes flashed wide. Snow gave up a step. Realized he was looking past her, up the hill, at—

A gust off the mountains, sudden and fierce, escorted by muttering thunder. A hot wind, reeking of metal and scorch, as if from a forge.

Logi skewed backward and slammed into her knees. Made her look down a heartbeat to steady herself. And when she looked up, the street was turning black, like ink spilled from a massive well. But not just the street, no, the houses, the shops and the ruins—everything pitching dim like someone had rubbed out the sun.

A shadow, wide and dark, the edge sweeping at them. A familiar silhouette, yeah, the graceful bow and sweep of a svartjagr’s wing, except no svartjagr’s shadow could cover so much.

Snowdenaelikk looked up, and the dragon spread its darkness over the Warren.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Snow threw out an arm, grabbed at her partner. Please, she didn’t catch the axe blade instead of his sleeve. “Veiko—”

His fingers wrapped tight around hers. “Do not move.”

Veiko knew, as she did, how Briel saw things. Light and dark, not much color, warmth—and movement, more than anything. Something motionless might escape a svartjagr’s attention. Might escape a dragon’s notice, too.

But not the dragon’s sending. Svartjagr sent whispers of danger and threat, camouflage and bluff together. A single svartjagr made people nervous, but the effect was cumulative, so that a pack of svartjagr all sending we’re dangerous would keep most people at a healthy distance.

But when the sending came from a dragon, it became a weapon. The dragon’s I’m dangerous feeling made Snow’s heart go crawling into her throat, made her muscles go tight and shivering. There was not enough air in the world to fill her lungs. Panic and threat trailed over her like blind fingers feeling around in the dark. Fear settled in the back of her throat until she was sure she couldn’t breathe, that all she had to do was get up and run and her lungs would work again.

“Logi,” Veiko said, and then he moved, grabbing at Logi as the dog broke under the dragon’s sending and bolted for

there is no

safety under a charred set of beams.

The dragon, the avatar—fuck and damn, how much woman could still be in that thing—tilted her head. Ember-hot eyes, big as a bonfire, feel that stare. She dipped down over the Warren. Pivoted on a wingtip and beat her way back against the currents. Dragons were like svartjagr, clumsy on land, wings better suited for gliding than actual lift.

So death was coming back, yeah, but she was taking her toadshit time.

Snow pulled at shadows, dragged them out of Logi’s hiding place and stretched them along the street. Made a mist that swirled darkly, like a ripple in water. There weren’t enough shadows to conceal them, not with the brass-bright sun bending past the mountain’s teeth. So: take that light, wrap it, turn it. Braid it and twist just so. The theory said look away was like a mirror, reflecting what eyes expected to see. Bare hardpack, empty street, ruined buildings sullen and still. Nothing moving, no, just stillness. Eyes should slide off her and Veiko, see nothing. Snow could turn almost anyone, yeah, except maybe an adept, if she got the spell off before they saw her. But this godsrotted dragon knew where they were. Might slow her down, though, might confuse her.

Please, Laughing God.

Veiko eased his bow off his left shoulder. Took his hand back and strung it, slow movements, as if his limbs dragged through honey.

“Arrows won’t go through that hide.”

“Perhaps not,” he said. “But an arrow will draw her attention. Go left now, slowly.”

She saw at once where he meant. Logi had picked the nearest dog-sized hole in a pile that had been a three-floor building. The house next to it had been smaller, half-collapsed instead of leveled. All broken wood ribs and chunks of plaster chunks. But it had most of its second floor intact, visual barrier against aerial creatures. Wouldn’t count for anything if the dragon attacked. But if Veiko had his way, she’d come after him, not Snow.

“Go,” Veiko said through his teeth.

“You come with me.”

“No.”

Snow abandoned the look away. Began a different conjuring as the dragon beat its way upslope. Take the stone, and change it. Take the air, and twist it. Bind it, shape it, a wind from the mountains—fuck and damn, the work was shaky. Her left hand hurt. Her right arm did, all along the scar. Backlash would kill a conjuror, but so could botching the casting. She wanted to conjure a blast of wind with the force of a falling boulder. She might crush herself instead.

And that would be better than death by dragon. She heard the slow thunder of wingbeats, like curtains caught in a gale. Heard the absolute silence around them. No rats. No birds. Nothing but her breath and Veiko’s and the creak of the bow as he drew.

Briel’s keen was deafening, when it came. Echoed through skull and ears and off every surface, as if Briel were a hundred svartjagr. But there was exactly one slim black shape dropping out of the blue, slicing across the dragon’s course. Fuck and damn, she cut close, flick and whip as her tail licked across the dragon’s nose.

The dragon sheered sideways, blasted dust and small debris up the street in a stinging cloud as it beat its way toward altitude. For an eyeblink, Briel was lost against that greater darkness, one drop of ink in all the night sky.

Then she flashed visible again, wings arrowed, riding the dragon-wing gusts. The dragon’s head followed, jaws open, fuck and damn, the teeth. Snow clenched both fists and tied the last knots in her conjuring, drew breath to let it go—

And lost it, all of it, when Veiko grabbed her elbow. He dragged her with him, a dash and dive toward cover. Flung her ahead of him, so that she fetched up hard against the intact half-wall. Threw himself down beside her and pushed her ahead of him, under the thatch of cracked beams and burned floors. Wedged her in back and set himself between her and the opening. Drew the bow again, pointing at a gap in the boards.

So he did not see what happened when a botched conjuring burned itself out.

It was a smaller version of backlash. Witchfire and shadow bleeding off her skin, threads of silver fire all through her bones. Let it go, and she would burn from the inside, as if her guts had turned to oil and dry leaves. Hold it too tight, and flesh could split. Bones could break. She felt the first rip deep inside, tasted blood in her teeth.

And swallowed it. Breathed past it, cool wind against candles. Blow it out. Cool it down. Turn the power back on itself. This was the second lesson the adepts taught students, after this is conjuring. How to keep control and turn the power inward. How to let it go without screaming.

Snow doubled over. Let the pain out in tight, tiny breaths. She would thank her teachers for that, if she ever got back to Illharek. They’d taught her so well, her own partner didn’t notice what he’d done.

Saved your life, yeah? That’s what he did.

And maybe killed Briel. Her conjuring would’ve been better for drawing the dragon’s attention than a fucking arrow. Snow planted her hand on Veiko and pulled herself around and up. Ruined his aim, surprised him, dragged him off balance. Wedged in beside him to see.

Briel was opening space between herself and the avatar when the dragon struck. Fast, dear Laughing God, all neck and jaws and snap like breaking trees. She missed with the first strike, as Briel dove toward the roofline. Recoiled and aimed and struck a second time, faster than any archer could fire.

But not as fast as a svartjagr. Briel doubled back on herself and streaked under the dragon’s belly, dipped and disappeared into the Warren’s rooflines. The dragon’s attention followed, neck and head twisting like a tangle of rope. The wings churned, clutching altitude, but dragon and svartjagr were not meant to hover, and Briel was out of reach. The dragon hissed. Thrashed its wings and beat some distance between itself and the Cardik rooflines. Then it swung back toward the mountains. Took one last turn over the Warren, spiraling steeply upward. Caught a helpful current then that carried it over the peaks, out of sight, into the belly of the storm crawling over the mountains.

Triumph streamed out of Briel, sendings of cobble-rivers and plaster-and-tile canyons, all streaking past at svartjagr speeds.

Veiko let his breath out. His muscles slipped against Snow’s fingers where she gripped his arm.

“The dragon is hunting,” Veiko murmured. “But not us, or she would not have retreated so quickly.”

“Retreat. Is that what we’re saying? I think she’s got somewhere else to go.” Snow clenched her fists against their shaking. Took gulps of summer morning and dragon stink and the smoky dust of the ruins. “You damn near killed us both, yeah? I had a conjuring. About to let it go when you grabbed me. Could have flattened this whole street, worse than backlash.”

And turned me to slag.

Not often she surprised Veiko. His brows made two perfect crescents. “What was it?”

“A wind gust with rocks. Except just for the dragon. Would’ve knocked her sideways.”

“Fortunate, then, that I interrupted. We would not fare well if she fell on us.”

“Fuck and damn, Veiko, I wouldn’t’ve dropped her here—oh, shut up.”

His eyes smiled at her. Sobered again, next blink. “I forget, sometimes, that you can conjure.”

A decade plus of her life spent in Academy walls, earning the rings threaded through her ears and the right to shave the sides of her head and wear her hair in a topknot—what any born-bred Illhari would recognize as Academy rank. And to Veiko, it was just how she looked. Normal Snow. Nothing special.

Aneki had asked once what she saw in her partner. That. Right there.

She waved off his confusion. Pointed at Logi instead. He was slinking out of his hiding place. Ears down, tail tucked, streaked and striped with soot. He crept past Veiko. Crouched between them and sighed.

“Ashamed, yeah?” She brushed at his fur. Fuck and damn, the dust coming off him. Half of the Warren stuck in his coat. “You should be. A dragon’s just a bigger Briel, that’s all. No need to worry about her. Well, except where she came from.”

“She was low,” Veiko said slowly. “She could not have been in the air for long.”

“You think she jumped off the top of the walls? Or came out of the mountain?”

He pulled himself up the half-wall. Hugged the brick and, hand over hand, worked his way to the street. Step and pause, move and wait, until he reached the end of his cover. Straightened, finally, and squinted at the sheer rockface.

“I do not know. I think we should find out.”

“We’ll have to get closer. Let me tell you how much I don’t like that.”

“We will move with more caution.” Sober stare, half a heartbeat, then: “Can you manage shadows if we stay to the edge of the street?”

She scooped a handful of shadows as answer, pulled them out of cracks and crevices and sent them into the sunlight. She shrank the street’s brightness by half a body’s width of solid shadow and turned the rest of it uncertain, shifting patterns of grey and greyer.

“I worked this trick out with Briel,” she said. “I tried to hide, she tried to look for me. Once I taught her no cheating, eyes only, it worked pretty well.”

“So, this is proof against svartjagr.”

“This is proof against things watching from above. Don’t think it’ll stop a dog’s nose. I don’t know it’ll stop a dragon, either. Briel doesn’t hunt by smell. Do they?”

“I know one man who claims to have killed a wurm. I think he was lying. And he said nothing about how they hunt.” Veiko hitched the bow across his shoulders. Frowned at the axe. “I need to walk the ghost roads, find a wurm spirit, and make it teach me its secrets. Then I will know how to kill it.”

“Stick sharp things through its soft bits.”

That won a smile, wry and reluctant. “I hope it is that simple.”

“Killing’s always simple. Staying alive is what’s hard.”

They took a long time climbing through the Warren, all the way up to the old walls. Briel joined them partway. She was staying close to the roofs, very pleased with herself. Brave Briel, fierce Briel. Worse than a dockside minstrel, yeah, singing the same tune a dozen ways. She sent flashes of the avatar from far too close, ghosts of hot breath and a Briel-scale perspective of the inside of its mouth. Brave Briel. Fierce and swift.

But even Briel stopped sending, the closer they got to the city wall. They passed the place where Ehkla had died, kept climbing. Snow’s lungs burned. Her throat did. Blame the pack for its weight, and that godsrotted teakettle. Blame the jenja habit. Except jenja didn’t turn a woman’s legs to dough and set fires in all her joints. No. That was the fault of thirty-winters-and-a-handful and a near miss by dragon and the toadfucking conjuring. At least she was younger than the buildings. These had been built later than some of the ones lower down. The mud bricks were a different color. The roofs, a little higher. Might’ve been a fire up here, some catastrophe that required rebuilding.

Veiko waved her to a halt. Squatted and poked in the dirt.

She was glad for the rest. Raw throat, all the breath she could manage, so that she sounded like a determined toad: “The walls are right up there, yeah? One more damn corner. Why’d we stop?”

“This is river clay.” He showed her a bit of it, pinched between his fingers. “There was water here once.”

That explained the newer buildings, then. “Probably the S’Ranna’s old bed. The Illhari must’ve moved it when they built the garrison and the rest of the new city.”

“Moved the river.” His brows knotted together. He shook his head slightly. “Conjurors?”

“Yeah.”

“This was conjured,” slowly, as if he was a stranger to the word. “A river moved with conjuring.”

“Sure. Water wants to find a way through stone, yeah? It doesn’t care how it gets there. Doesn’t care if it has to cut its own way. You conjure it a path, water will take it.”

“Dvergiri did this.”

“Fuck and damn, Veiko. Who else? The Alviri were good at godmagic, singing, and making war. But they were shit for metalwork and architecture. Even if they wanted to shift the S’Ranna, they wouldn’t know how.”

He stared between his feet at the clay. “There are spirits in a river. Of a river. To simply move them for convenience.” He looked at her, cold as all the north. “Your people have no care at all who they offend.”

Her people now, was it? As if he had not spent the last few months telling her she was as much Jaihnu as Dvergir, that her father’s blood counted as much as her mother’s.

“Save the scolding for the dead, yeah? Maybe you’ll find them when you go looking for the dragon. Tell them they have no respect. Don’t tell me.” Snow pushed hard off the wall. Stalked mostly steadily past Veiko. Ignored the look on his face that might be regret, and marched around the last bend in the road, to the base of the wall.

Fuck and damn.

Most of the rock was natural mountain, craggy and impassable, except for what must have been the S’Ranna’s original mouth. The Illhari had conjured a patch over it: not a gate, but a smooth wall of stone, seamed into the natural crags and crevices. Now one whole chunk of that conjured barrier lay on its side, like someone had taken a hunk of bread off a loaf, grab and twist and pull. Except this bread was hollow. What lay inside was more perfect Dvergiri stonework. Precise dimensions, flat-floored and even. A conjured tunnel in the river’s old bed. A dragon’s lair, bet on it: there were score marks in the stone.

Logi scrabbled up beside her. Then came a firmer, two-legged tread, and a man-shaped shadow carving black into the wall’s ruin.

“Not for convenience,” she told him. “That’s not why you move a river. You move a river because it’s easier conjuring a tunnel where one’s already started. This is the S’Ranna’s old bed, Veiko. And I bet it leads to Illharek.”

* * *

Veiko squatted at the mouth of the

stolen

conjured tunnel and counted the firepits. He found an easy dozen within two paces of the threshold. People had come through here, very recently, but with no concern that anyone might follow their trail. There were bones that had come from animals and meals, not men and murder. And the smell, dear ancestors—badly cut latrines, badly buried. These weren’t folk used to travel.

“So, this is where the city’s population went,” Snow said. “At least some of them.” She kicked at the nearest firepit. “Why would they come up here? Why not run into the forest? I mean, there’s a dragon up here. She opened this tunnel. It’s not like they wouldn’t’ve seen her.”

“They may not have had that choice. Or they may have decided this was better than running into a raider-filled forest in winter.” Veiko squinted at black nothing, past the rim of weak sunlight. Ignored the weight of her stare on the side of his face.

“Or maybe the Taliri drove them up here.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Because they’re toadfuckers. I don’t know. Because they’d run out of poles and decided everyone else could go starve in a cave.”

“That would be a waste of sacrifice.”

“Then there’s some other plan, isn’t there? I mean, there has to be. Kellehn came all the way to Illharek to get us, you and me, to kill this dragon, yeah? So, why not just bring us straight up here? Why go to the garrison at all? Tell you, Veiko, I don’t think we were supposed to make it up here at all or find any of this. I think he just wanted us out of Illharek, so why?”

Veiko watched from the rim of his eye as she stalked another handful of paces into the tunnel. Watched her call witchfire into her hands and peel the shadows off the walls, the ceiling. A huge tunnel, to a skraeling’s eyes. But Veiko had spent too much time in Illharek, among the conjured vastness. This was the width of an Illhari road. The ceiling hung an armslength over his head, enough that a tall legion soldier could carry her bow and javelins easily.

“This tunnel’s been blocked up since—hell, I don’t know. Not long after the Purge, my guess. Everyone comes and goes from Cardik on the roads Above. I’ve never heard of a Below route. It’s probably longer and less efficient.” Snow sober, quiet—angry, as he had not seen her since the night the old God had come to bargain with her. “What I want to know is, how’d anyone even know this was there?”

“Tal’Shik would know.”

“Tal-fucking-Shik.”

Veiko expected Snow to demand how, how she would know. Then he intended to remind her what happened when one spirit destroyed another, how the winner absorbed the loser into itself and was changed. Thus, the new Laughing God, born of Tsabrak’s murder of his old master. But it worked for godsworn, too, even among the Dvergiri: those godsworn went to their gods, who were only greedy spirits, who absorbed what their followers knew. Thus, Tal’Shik’s terrible power, made of all the spirits given to her in sacrifice or devotion. She might have learned about this tunnel from one of them, any and many across the generations, and passed that knowledge on to her godsworn.

His mind skated sideways. That would happen to Snowdenaelikk when she died. The God would take her knowledge, everything that she was, and know what she knew. Just as well she refused all Veiko’s teaching. The Laughing God did not need a noidghe’s knowledge.

But neither did Tal’Shik. She’d been after him since she’d realized what he could do. And if he kept on this path, kept coming at her, she would have him. She would kill him and take what he knew, all of who he was, all his songs.

“Veiko?”

Snow peered at him, witchfire raised like a candle, equal parts concerned and impatient and fully prepared to disbelieve whatever excuse he gave her for his lapse.

All right. He would skip past the fine, it is nothing, and her toadshit, tell me. He would also skip the truth. He stepped over the root of the problem and picked up the next plausible thread.

“Where will this tunnel come out?”

“I’m betting the Suburba. That’s where the rivers all end up. Eventually. Assuming that end isn’t blocked. And also assuming these people don’t die along the way, that’s where they’ll come out. What kind of a mess do you think that’ll cause? Bunch of starving people come spilling into the streets. The Senate will send the legions into the Suburba, and then we’ll have Cardik all over again.”

“We are at least ten days away, moving overland. These firepits are far older. They should have been in Illharek long since. We would have seen them before we ever left.”

“Or not. The S’Ranna can’t come straight from the Jaarvi, yeah? Rivers don’t flow uphill, even Below. There might be a network, maybe natural, maybe conjured. Since this tunnel was blocked up, I’d guess it’s not an efficient path. Hell. It might not go all the way through at all. Those people might be dead down a blocked tunnel.”

Veiko squatted. Peered to the witchfire’s limits. “Perhaps some Taliri went with them, and they are searching the paths, using the citizens as scouts. Or as sacrifices for their own success.”

“There’s a thought.” Snow grimaced. “Got to warn Dek, yeah? Only, we can’t go back yet. There’s a fucking dragon out there.”

“You could send Briel.”

“Sure. There’s a Taliri army hiding between here and Illharek. Lots of archers.”

“I can open the ghost roads for her.”

 Snow looked even less happy. “Right. Fine. I can write a message. Got a scrap of leather in here someplace, I think.” She slid the pack off her shoulder. Crouched beside it and rummaged through its guts. Pulled a strip of fine, fragile leather out and waved it at him. “And I do.”

Snow pulled a needle from her kit. Held it a moment, staring at it. Then she passed it through the witchfire. Murmured something too low for Veiko’s ears, and passed it through the flame a second time. This time, the needle came out glowing, as if the witchfire had gotten trapped in the steel. She stabbed her fingertip. A tendril of witchfire ran off the needle and into the wound, into the blood, so that it glowed like blue embers. When she touched the leather, blood and blue remained.

She had tried to teach him letters. Enough, at least, that he could scratch the Illhari sigils from memory, assemble simple words and speak them back if he encountered them. But it was a laborious process, dragging the stylus through the wax. Futile and foolish. Words were fragile. Easily destroyed. He had watched her heat the tablets and smooth his scratching blank. Candlemarks of labor, gone in a brace of heartbeats.

Ink was for permanent work, she said, which Veiko thought foolish, too. Ink faded. Smeared. Washed away. Blood as ink, though—that was a very Illhari solution. They tattooed their House sigils into their flesh, their citizenship, status marked in blood and ink, as if flesh itself were permanent.

They understood the power, yes, but not how to properly use it.

Veiko took himself back outside, where the sun still held the clouds at bay. The wurm was not in evidence. He looked back and up, over the mountains where she had gone. The afternoon storm was already building, piling clouds the color of pewter over the mountains.

He narrowed his eyes against the glare. Stared down over Cardik’s remaining roofs. At the forest beyond, green and solid, and the mountain ridges. Turned his face south and pretended he could see all the way to Illharek. It was a long way for a lone svartjagr to fly. Dangerous even without the Taliri or the wurm. The message was important, yes, but Briel was more so.

A noidghe had his own tricks that would buy a svartjagr passage on roads no Talir would watch, where no godmagicked storm would touch. Taru would not approve it; but he was not asking her permission.

He drew the small knife at his belt. Dragged the metal across the meat of his hand and squeezed. Whispered as the blood dripped. It never struck stone.

He felt the ghosts gathering, whispering. Felt the mist rising, invisible and cold and curious.

“Passage,” he whispered. He held out his hand, dripping with coin.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Snow stopped partway up the tunnel. Her left hand clenched around the note, wadding the leather into her palm. Just as well she’d used conjured ink. Proof against rain and smudges. Proof against a sudden cold sweat in her palms. Proof, one hoped, against ghosts.

Because there was her partner, singing to a hole filled with mist that hung in the middle of honest stone and air, leaking a cold deeper than cave-chill. Veiko sang, and the hole whispered back. Ghost voices. There were shapes in that mist, so many, like a crowd on the Riverwalk, all gathered and waiting for him.

Veiko turned then and noticed her. Held out his own hand. He wasn’t looking at her, not really. Looking past her. Through her. Into those toadfucking ghost roads.

“This will be safer for Briel,” he said, “than going over the forests.”

Snow set her jaw. Held her breath and walked forward, toward that hole in the world.

Briel arrived then, in a flap and gust of warm summer air. She landed on Veiko’s shoulder, twined her tail around his torso. Snaked her head toward Snow and chrripped a greeting. She wasn’t worried about ghosts or dragons or dead people.

So you’re braver than me, yeah?

Snow patted the svartjagr’s nose. Briel twisted her head around to watch, one-eyed, as Snow tied the message to her neck with a leather thong.

“You let Dekklis get this off, yeah? Only Dekklis.”

Briel hissed. She had an opinion of Dekklis that was not completely positive, that was entirely mutual, that didn’t matter.

“Dekklis,” Snow said again. She checked the knots. Smoothed her hand over Briel’s neck and shoulder, over the complicated architecture of bone and muscle at the base of her wing.

Careful, she wished at Briel. You fly safe.

Veiko turned that unfocused, looking-somewhere-else stare at her. “Briel will be fine. The ghosts will watch over her.”

Because that was such a comfort. Snow pointed. “I’ll be back there, yeah? Come find me when you’re done ripping holes in the world.”

Then she turned and walked back down the tunnel. Logi went with her. Smart dog.

That was what Veiko wanted her to be. Noidghe. Fuck and damn, she didn’t want that. She hadn’t asked to die, yeah, hadn’t asked to see ghosts. She curled her fingers around the godmark. She hadn’t wanted to be godsworn, either, and here she was. But at least she’d chosen that. Chosen
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the power she understood. It was too late to play noidghe now.

Tell yourself that.

What her choice meant for this partnership, hell if she knew. Godsworn and noidghe. It sounded like the beginning of one of those tavern songs, the ones that always ended badly.

Her witchfire came easily here, in the caves. Cast a gentle blue navigation through the chaos of the abandoned campsite so that Snow did not step into a shit pile or a firepit. Poor idiots. The place smelled like fear, like desperation—like people huddled and clueless. Not angry, like the mobs in the Warren. Not focused, like the Taliri invaders. Terrified.

Let those people survive all the way to Illharek, they’d be sick and panicked. They’d be full of stories, too, about what happened here. The fall of the Republic’s biggest border city, swept aside by the Taliri as easily as cobwebs before a broom. Let those stories loose in the Suburba, and Illharek would break from the bottom up, bondies and servants and panic, while the highborn hid on the far side of their bridges and their Tiers. Or worse, fuck and damn: let Taliri raiders into the city through the Suburba, and there’d be blood in all the streets, just like Cardik. Or. Hell. Angry dead coming out in the Suburba. Think of that.

Dek would figure some way to stop it. Dek and Bel.

But not me? You don’t think I’ll help?

The God stepped out of the shadows. Fell in beside her, opposite Logi. Dog on one side, god on the other. Enough to make a woman laugh, only a little hysterically.

“You, help. That’s funny. I remember when you wanted this to happen. What did you say? Riot and revolution. Blood and fire.”

Her voice came out too loud. The tunnel took the words and sent them ahead, behind, bounced them off floor and ceiling and made Logi start. She patted apology, smoothed the surprise along his spine.

That was the old God. He thought the way to do that was to take down the Republic. I know better.

“Yeah? I reckoned you’d like all the panic of a good invasion. I think you’d feed on it. Use it. Let it take down the Tiers for you. Then Illharek falls.”

I might, if I thought the Taliri would tolerate me better than the highborn.

“So you’ll help the highborn now, is that it?”

The God’s eyes flared. The bones of his face melted and reformed. It was Istel looking back at her now, shredded and translucent. I’ll help Dekklis.

“That’s Istel talking.”

Maybe.

Maybe, hell. Save Istel from the ghost roads; give Tsabrak a conscience. She knew how Istel felt about it. The God, though. “Are you sorry you saved him?”

The God considered. Istel’s features flickered, sliding into Tsabrak’s, sliding back. Maybe. Are you sorry that you begged for his life?

“I didn’t beg. And no.”

No. You bargained. And for that, I’m not sorry.

“Of course you aren’t. Your godsworn now, aren’t I. Your right hand.”

The God shimmered back to Tsabrak’s beauty. You always were that.

“Toadshit.”

His eyes glowed like coals, all the fire banked and sullen. Believe what you want, yeah?

Right hand wasn’t partner. Right hand was a weapon, a tool. Did knives mind what they cut? She hadn’t. Didn’t.

“Illharek might not need your help. Tal’Shik helped build the Republic. I don’t think she’ll let Taliri destroy it.”

The Republic threw her out. Tal’Shik loves conflict, yeah? But she loves revenge, too. Don’t trust her loyalty. The God’s face was Tsabrak’s again, beautiful and cold. She’s the enemy now. That’s all.

“That’s what Belaery says.”

So Belaery’s right. A laugh, finally, dry and soft as dust. Don’t tell her I said so.

“But you changed, yeah? I mean, the God did.” She flapped hands at him. “You. Tsabrak killed you, and now you’re not the same God I remember. Sure as toadshit you’re not plain old Tsabrak anymore, either.”

A spasm like pain. Like grief. The God looked at the tunnel wall. Traced a translucent hand across the stone. I remember—being Tsabrak. And the old God.

“Busy place in your head, yeah? Oh hell, don’t look at me like that. You want blind adoration, you go talk to Ari. You say you want to help end Tal’Shik, fine. Then go help Dekklis. Though what you can do, I don’t know. The Illhari highborn are turning all devout. They’ll at least be united. Kellehn says the Taliri are tearing themselves apart.”

Kellehn. The God sneered. Taliri bootlicker.

“You’re just mad that he called you Usurper.”

Cold, dry, the worst of Tsabrak’s temper: No. I’m mad because he wants you dead, yeah? And you seem inclined to go along with it. He took you to that garrison and left you to die. Don’t let him try again. The Republic needs you alive, Snow, or it will fall. Go home.

The mark on her palm tingled. So that was what it felt like, getting godsworn directives. She made a fist. Dug her nails into the palm. Sometimes, a knife turned on its wielder.

“I fucking know all that. Or I guessed it. But that dragon’s still a problem, and Veiko’s got a plan to kill it. Some noidghe rot about ‘learning the wurm-shape,’ fighting her that way.” She shrugged, suddenly guilty. “It’s not really rot. It’ll work. His noidghe stuff does.”

The witchfire found a bend in the tunnel. Snow stopped and looked back. The main cavern was nearly invisible from here, a dark grey smudge in the black that had swallowed her partner. Her gut twisted. Veiko might’ve gone through the ghost roads, for all she could see, except she knew he wouldn’t just leave her. Partners didn’t.

The God said nothing for several steps. Then: Veiko will die if he fights Tal’Shik’s avatar alone, whatever secrets he’s learned.

The God’s certainty sank claws into her chest. Tugged at her breath. “He won’t be alone. I’ll be there.”

Then you both die. But she wants him, and she’ll get him.

“Toadshit. She’s tried to get him before. Didn’t do so well. He hurt her. And he knows more things now. Songs.”

Snowdenaelikk. Smoke curled out of his eyes, nose, mouth. She will devour him, yeah? That may allow him to change her a little bit, from the inside, for a time. Or it may end him entirely. But he’ll be gone. And even if he does defeat her, there’s a price for it. He’ll take her power into himself, like I took the old God’s. He won’t be just Veiko anymore. He’ll be a little bit her. Or a lot.

She counted ten in slow breaths. Didn’t help the knife in her chest. Twist, with every heartbeat. “Veiko’s not that kind of idiot. And his ancestor won’t let him do something that stupid. He’s got no godsfucked reason.”

Oh, temper. Of course he does. He made a promise to you, didn’t he? Kill Tal’Shik and clear your debt from your bargain with the old God.

“The old God killed me. I’d say that cleared the debt.”

Peace, Snow. The God grimaced, and it was Istel’s face again, plain and honest. I don’t hold you to any debts, and Veiko hasn’t bargained with me for your freedom. I tell you what I see, that’s all. He still holds to that promise.

She wanted to call him liar. The Laughing God, Tsabrak—they had a history of it. But this sounded like truth. Like Veiko’s version of sense. Fight a battle he couldn’t win, make Tal’Shik devour him. Maybe he’d count that victory enough, being Veiko. Tear his enemy apart from within.

Exactly what they needed, wasn’t it? Someone to break Tal’Shik from the inside. But it didn’t need to be Veiko.

And if Illharek falls, Snow, then what?

Then let it fall. The Republic had other cities. The Republic had two toadshit gods. She had one partner. Hell if she’d lose him that way.

Her eyes burned. Blurred. Blame the headache for that, twin daggers behind both eyes. Briel was gone, out of range, no longer sending. There was a hole in her head where the svartjagr had been. Where Veiko had been. Fuck and damn, felt like losing an eye. Feel worse than that, wouldn’t it, if she lost him altogether.

But there was nothing wrong with her ears. Bootscuff on stone from behind her, and Logi unalarmed at her side and that meant:

“Veiko.”

He solidified out of the gloom. “Briel is away. Dekklis will have your message by tonight.”

“Good.”

A breath, then: “I heard your voice.”

“Just talking to the God, yeah?”

Veiko’s voice flattened. “I did not intend to interrupt.”

“You didn’t. We were done.” She reached for his left wrist. The cut on his palm still oozed. Dark streaks trailed between his fingers, onto his wrist. “Thought you weren’t supposed to use blood. Wasn’t that what you told me? Too much power in it?”

“There was not time for other bargains. Blood is quickest, and the message was urgent.”

“You shouldn’t do stupid toadshit just because I ask for it.”

He blew out a breath, amusement and exasperation together. “I did not. I do not.” He looked down at her hand on his arm. “The God said something that upset you. What?”

All the bones in her hand ached. Her arm did, along the scar, every tendon hot and stiff as wire. Tell him nothing, he wouldn’t believe it. And she wasn’t in the habit of lying to him. She drew breath and looked at his face again, into those witchfire eyes.

The God thinks you’re planning something stupid. Are you? Because I don’t want you to die.

She stopped, mouth hanging open. Tasted the cave-dust and swallowed. “The God wants me to go back to Illharek. Says it’ll fall if I’m not there.”

“And you believe him.”

“No. Maybe. He also says Kellehn’s full of toadshit, like that’s any news.” The God’s words, in her mouth: “Kellehn knew what was up in the garrison. He wanted us to die there.”

“That would not help him kill this avatar.”

“Maybe that doesn’t matter. Maybe the avatar was just an excuse to get us to Cardik. Or maybe he thinks we will kill her, and that’s what he wants because the next avatar is one of the Rhostiddir or whatever. Maybe he’s got a sister with ambition, yeah?”

“That is thinking like an Illhari.”

“That’s what I am, yeah?”

“That is not what he is. This could be a simple matter of bloodfeud, his tribe against the tribes in Tal’Shik’s alliance, and we are the weapons.”

“He was part of the Taliri alliance. Ehkla led his whole toadfucked tribe. I think he’s been playing us, Illharek and Dekklis and you and me. “

“He has no love for Ehkla.”

“So he says. People lie. Tal’Shik wants you. Ehkla knew that. Bet me Kellehn knows it, too. Maybe you’re part of his bargain.”

Veiko’s gaze slid away. He studied the empty air an armslength to the left of Snow’s head. The silence stretched. Then, “What, then? We return to Illharek and wait for the dragon?” His jaw tightened. “You do as the God asks?”

She heard the barb. Sidestepped it. “First, we deal with Kellehn. Can’t leave him behind us. Not alive. And not dead, either.”

* * *

The sun burst off the stones, white contrast to the tunnel’s dimness. Heat shivered, breathless and sullen. Veiko stopped, appalled. The headache boiled behind his eyes, filling every crevasse in his skull.

Snowdenaelikk squared her shoulders and marched out into it. Her shadow huddled around her feet, miserable, as if trying to hide under her boots. Logi trailed behind her.

Veiko hesitated on the safe side of shade. Sudden heat, sudden glare, this airless heat—that meant a storm coming. He stepped into it and turned and looked up at the peaks. Clouds piled high and dark over the ridgeline, teetering overhead. Wind gusted down the slope, cold enough to raise bumps on a man’s skin. And worse than cold: the smell the wind brought with it. Not the clean smell of lightning and water, no. A thicker smell that clung to his throat and his tongue. Dust and rot and iron.

Like the ghost roads. Like the avatar. Like witchery.

He weighed the wisdom of telling Snowdenaelikk, who either had not smelled the wrongness or chose to ignore it, as she did with most things that came out of the ghost roads. He could understand how the Illhari conjured without care for what they disturbed or destroyed. It wasn’t neglect. It was deliberate, focused effort not to notice. In that, Snow was as exactly and completely Illhari as she professed.

As soon shout the moon out of the sky as convince her otherwise. Her father’s lineage did not matter, in the intricacies of Illhari legality and custom. The marks Kaj had left on her—hair, eyes, the Jaihnu bones and build—were an inconvenience to her profession, an excuse for her heresy. That was all half-blood meant to her, because that was all she determined to see.

Veiko squinted the sun glare to bearable and strode out after her. He had traveled snowfields brighter than this without difficulty. He had grown soft, staying so long in the Below, blind and dim-sighted as a Dvergir.

Or—and he did not like to think of it—he had grown accustomed to Briel, and her absence ached. Nuisance, he named her, when her sendings interfered with what his own eyes saw. But there was comfort, too, in feeling her presence. And, if he had to admit it, if he must be so honest with himself, in feeling Snow, too. It was echoes, mostly, nothing as clear as Briel, but Snow was—had been—there.

Fool.

It was the headache, upsetting him. It was the avatar’s proximity, and having spent the night among angry dead. He was not angry at Snowdenaelikk.

Tell yourself that.

It was just—the Laughing God made him uneasy, coming to her so often. Having conversations. The Old God had visited Snow, yes, but it seemed to Veiko that
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this new God was far more frequent about his visits, and more secretive. Of course, she was godsworn now, and easier for the God to reach. And she and Tsabrak had been close. Lovers, yes, but more than that. They shared much history.

But a man wondered, in his suddenly unoccupied head, if Kellehn’s suspicions about Snow were not unfounded. If a man should worry about her loyalties now that she was godsworn. If there might not be conflicts of loyalty hidden behind her midnight eyes.

Oh, Nyrikki’s son. Be honest. Is it her loyalty you doubt or her affection?

A dozen-dozen times Taru had raised that argument with him. A dozen-dozen times he had defended Snowdenaelikk. And now he was thinking like an Illhari, imagining shadows in a cloudless noon, deceit from someone who had

a history of it

never once lied to him.

Veiko grimaced as sweat worked down his ribs. Prickling heat did not make men wiser or more level-headed. Even if they returned to Illharek at once, at the God’s bidding, he needed to walk the ghost roads, hunt a wurm, learn its secrets. They would need those weapons when they met Tal’Shik’s avatar. He should make that journey from here, where the ghost roads were closer, where Snow could guard his body while he hunted. Not in Illharek, where no spirits went at all, where Snow would have no time for him, being busy with the God’s business.

Blame the heat, blame the headache, blame Briel’s absence, and still: a chill crept under his skin, prickling up along his scalp. The whole city felt wrong. Tilted. Too tight. As if the buildings were leaning close, breath held, listening. Veiko shifted into a trot, every footfall rattling every bone from heel to skull. Ancestors, but Snow could move quickly when it suited her. Halfway to the paved Warren by now, already past the Finger, but he had the steepness of the streets for his ally, and even longer legs.

She turned as he drew even. Raised both brows. “You all right?”

“We should not seek Kellehn. Not yet.”

A single cold drop struck his cheek. A second, his nose. Then five, then a dozen, striking the hardpack of the Warren, raising dust. A burst of cold wind rolled off the mountain, struck his back and pushed him forward. Lifted his braids and slid clammy fingers along his scalp. The sky flashed and bleached the world grey.

“Fuck,” Snow said. At least, that was the shape her mouth made. The storm outshouted her. Thunder first, then rain: a wall of water, loud as a river in spring melt. Roar and hiss and needles where it struck skin. Hail, or soon to be.

He leaned in, put his mouth close to her ear. The storm picked that moment to rest, one of those utter silences, when rain and wind and the whole world stops. His voice echoed into that silence.

“Angry dead will be coming.”

The bricks drank his words. The stones did.

Then the wind lifted, gently this time. Slithered along the streets, whispering to itself. Fog collected in the places where the shadows had been, thick and pale and rising. Shapes gathered in it. Hear them, oh dear ancestors. The angry dead wore their bodies, walked on the earth like any living soul. Did not need breath, no, but they whispered

skraeling

outlander

Dvergir

witch

in a tapestry of tongues.

Snow pointed down toward Market Bridge, with its neat rows and streets on the far side. That way was Still Waters, and her wards.

The tunnels were closer. An easy run back uphill.

Except there was worse, so much worse, up there. A noidghe knew it. Felt it. The dragon was on her way back: this was Tal’Shik’s storm.

The rain began again, hissing out of the sinking clouds. Lighting flared and flickered, bluish now, a witchfire gone mad.

No. Not entirely blue. Darker. Like a bruise. And there: the wurm moved against the storm’s swollen belly, a violet so deep, it hurt the eyes and brain.

It was as if all the air had turned to mud. Months, whole seasons passing, as he turned his head. Years and lifetimes as he drew air into his lungs. Snowdenaelikk was similarly suspended, her eyes reflecting his fear back at him.

Familiar feeling, oh yes. Ehkla had done it to him first, their first and only meeting, when she offered his blood to Tal’Shik. He had been a hunter then, and helpless against godmagic. He was noidghe now, armed with Taru’s teachings. Veiko formed the words in his head. Shaped the melody. Willed the song into being, through the breath congealed in his chest.

His lungs spasmed. Metallic tang in his mouth, as if he swallowed blood. His heartbeat drummed against his ears. Then the song thrummed out of his throat, spread and fluttered and flapped like a cloak in strong wind. The godmagic felt like a gale around him. But the song turned its edges away. Left a pocket of breath and wits and a body that would obey him.

The fog was much thicker now. The angry dead, that much closer. And the wurm passed overheard in a thunderclap of wings. Darker than violet now, brighter than black, its edges shredding in a wind not from the living lands.

Tal’Shik was ripping the veil between worlds. Too soon, he was not ready, they were not—and too late.

Veiko gripped his axe. Squinted against the slashing rain. And saw, from the corner of his eye, Snow’s hands come up, as if she held a basket between them. Godmagic, Veiko thought, and no, do not—but the godmark on her palm stayed dark. Witchfire curled through her fingers. Smoked away, and left tracery of blue veins. The veins thickened into lines, into ropes, stretched between Snow’s two hands. And then larger, growing, into a net that she cast over them. It sank through the song, tearing the words as it went.

And at the same time, Snow said, “Veiko, stay close. —Logi!” to bring the dog to heel. She spread her arms wide to keep the net over them, around them. And she walked, brisk and straight as if she was on her way to market, toward the Warren.

Her arms shook, and the beads of water on her face were not rain. He knew her arm always ached. But—

“Wait,” he said again, and stopped, and turned. The angry dead were still watching. No—moving now, gathering mass and numbers. Creeping closer. He felt the rage coming off them, the hate and the mindless hunger. Whatever Snow’s power to fool an avatar’s eyes, she could not hide them from the angry dead. But like all spirits, they feared Illhari conjuring. Came to the edge of Snow’s net and no closer.

“Come on,” she said, and pulled at him. “Hurry, yeah? I can’t fool that fucking dragon forever.”

It was like joining a slow-moving avalanche. Each street they passed, each house, the numbers of angry dead grew. Alviri at first, fair-faced; but then they crossed into the Warren, and the dead began to wear Dvergiri faces. Victims of the riots, these: a man carrying his right arm in his left, like a club. A woman, chest split from throat to navel, her hands hooked into claws. And there, a legion soldier. Glint of armor, dull black blade naked in her fist, a gaping wound where her right eye had been. The whispers changed too. Toadbelly now, to keep company with skraeling and half-blood instead of witch. Louder, rising from whisper to murmur to clearly audible, inside and outside his head. And so many, so many, that they pressed against Snow’s conjuring. It sizzled where they touched it. Sparked and smoked and reeked.

Logi gave up his flat-eared silence. Growled now, all his fur wet and spiked, teeth white as the bones of the dead.

Snow abandoned her silence, too. Swore under her breath, steady and creative and desperate. “Do something,” she burst out. “Can’t you?”

“There are too many to fight.”

“I meant noidghe toadshit.” The net flared and pulsed like a frightened heart. “Fuck and damn. I’m losing control. They’re pushing.”

Veiko shifted closer. Hooked an arm around her hips, pulling her against him, taking responsibility for her balance. And then he moved them both forward, half-lifting her, half-shoving, as fast as he could manage. There was one place he knew in this city, one place he might have called home. There were angry dead there, too, but they were

friends

at least familiar. But he made sure he had his axe ready anyway as they skidded onto the Street of Silk Curtains. Half-afraid they would be met by another horde—but the street was empty, rain-blurred and storm-dim, as it had been night before.

No. Not quite. There were lights in Still Waters’ windows. Lanterns glowing naked, where once there would have been red silk, throwing panels of light into the street. Fridis leaned out a second-floor window.

“The alley!” she shouted. “Hurry!”

Aneki waited at the gate. Swung it aside to let them in and slammed it hard behind. The angry dead drew back. A few of them snarled.

“Go on.” Aneki waved her hands at them, as if the dead were beggars or stray dogs. She folded her arms. Watched while they shuffled back into the rain-dark afternoon.

“Feel sorry for them, yeah? Not much left.” Aneki tapped her skull. “If you know what I mean.”

“Fuck and damn.” Snow let the conjuring go, or it collapsed on its own: smoke and sparks, fingers of witchfire. Her ribs heaved against Veiko’s arm. He felt her heartbeat, the shake deep in her muscles. She would be unhappy, later, to have shown such weakness.

No. She would not care. But he did, that she had come to it at all while he could do nothing to help her. A fine noidghe, yes, who cowered at his partner’s back while she conjured them away from an avatar and held back the angry dead.

And here he was, facing another dead woman, who smiled and talked and acted alive.

One beat, two, until he could lower his axe. Aneki watched with polite interest, as if he were performing some foreign greeting.

“Veiko. Honestly. We’re not dangerous.”

“You are angry dead.”

A smile, bright and winning and completely Aneki. “And you’re just angry. But at least you’re still alive. I’m glad you came back. Both of you. I wasn’t sure you would.”

“Truth, Aneki? We didn’t plan on it.” Snow rubbed her fingers across her face. “But since we’re here, and assuming you don’t mean to kill us, can we go inside? There’s a godsworn flying snake out there, and I don’t think I can fool her twice.”

This time, Still Waters’ kitchen door hung open on a wedge of light. Smells crept out: woodsmoke, some kind of stew. Meat-smell and spices, that reminded a man how long it had been since breakfast, and how awful that breakfast had been. Fridis bent over the hearth, prodding the contents of a small pot that hung off the tripod. She glanced over her shoulder. Offered a smile that made Veiko understand why she’d been Istel’s favorite.

“Not much, yeah? Probably worse than you’re used to. But it’s hot.”

“Just as well you didn’t stay when the riots happened.” Aneki dredged up a smile. She lowered herself to the bench as if into a hot bath. “We’d’ve had to eat Logi. Maybe even Briel. At least we don’t need to eat now. But that took a long time.”

Snow sat across from her. Angled herself so that her back was to neither door nor open room. “Do I want to know what’s in the pot?”

“Probably not. But since you’ll ask: we have no shortage of rats.”

“Right.” Snow glanced at Veiko. Hitched a shoulder. “Rats taste like rabbits, yeah?”

Asking him, maybe, if he knew any reason why they should not eat what Fridis made for them, if the angry dead resorted to poison for their murder. He matched her shrug. The angry dead did not cook, in his experience. But still: he came and perched on the far end of the bench, where he could see Fridis working and what she put in the pot.

Aneki watched him, faint amusement ghosting around her lips. “You’re also lucky it’s Fridis cooking. I’m terrible at it. In the beginning—when we were still alive and still needed to eat—we learned that pretty quickly.”

Snow put her hands flat on the table. “You wanted to talk last night.”

“I did.”

“Well. We’re here now. I’m listening.”

“So you are.” Aneki rubbed a scar on the tabletop. Studied her fingertip. “Let me tell you what happened. You left when it was all riot in the Warren, and all legion in the streets outside. Then the legion ran the other way, back toward the gates. You could hear the fighting from that way sometimes. That went on for a while. After that, we had Taliri in the streets, yeah? The soldiers were gone. Guessing the gates were too. But the people here, they didn’t welcome the Taliri. Even the rioters. Maybe especially them. Some of us—Tomi, Mikka—went out to fight. Guessing they died out there. And some of the newer folks just ran. Took their chances. I stayed here. Most of us did. When the Taliri came knocking—”

“Not much knocking,” Fridis said over her shoulder. “A lot of shouting and threats, though.”

“Knocking,” repeated Aneki, more loudly, “we let them in. They smashed things. Got rough. But they mostly left us alone.”

Fridis snorted. “Sure. The bruises healed fast. No broken bones. I guess that’s alone.”

Aneki waved her off. “If you opened your doors, they didn’t break them down. That’s courtesy from invaders. The rest?” Aneki shrugged. “No worse than I got when I wore a collar. No worse than you got, either,” she said to Fridis.

“Better than a sword in the gut.” Fridis went to the shelves, began taking bowls down. She caught Veiko watching. Smiled again, a little more shyly. “Peace, yeah? I don’t want to hurt you.”

“The angry dead always want revenge.”

“Angry dead.” Aneki chuckled. “Is that what we are? I guess so. Because I am angry. And I do want revenge.”

“So, what? Did the Taliri board up the doors? Lock you all in to starve?”

“Nothing that simple. It was quiet for a few days. We thought maybe they’d move on, yeah? But then they did something up on the Hill. It sounds like bard’s nonsense, to say we could hear the screams from here. But we could. I tried to go out and see what, but they had people in the streets, making us go back inside.”

“The garrison. We saw what they did up there.”

Aneki nodded. “Then the dragon showed up. We thought it’d burn the place, but”—she shrugged—“it just flaps around. And then much later, once this happened,” and she gestured at herself, at Fridis, “and we were safe, we went and looked. I think we got lucky, dying like we did.”

Fridis snorted. Began to scoop stew into bowls, short savage gestures that said she didn’t feel very lucky, but this was an old argument.

Snow was staring hard at her hands. They had folded into fists on the table, the knuckles pushing grey against her skin. Her throat worked, words trying to climb up and slipping back down again.

Veiko did not need Briel to know that she could not ask the next question. That her chest hurt, every breath.

“How did you die?” he asked.

Aneki looked at him, sharp and surprised, as if she’d forgotten him. “The Taliri came back. Went door to door. They had someone who could speak Dvergiri with them this time. We toadbellies and half-bloods got a choice: go with them or die here. Join the army. Embrace the dragon. Some kind of dramatic rot. Most people went.” She spat into the open fire. “Fridis and I, we decided we didn’t want to be bondies again. Join the dragon army. What toadshit.”

“And?”

“And. Then the Taliri marched the so-called volunteers across Market Bridge and up into the Warren, and that was the last we saw of them. Thought maybe they’d leave us alone, yeah? Go away. But then they came down and blocked up all the doors.” She looked at Snow. Nodded. “That’s when we first learned how to cook rat. That went on for, oh, a couple of weeks. Anyone who tried to break out and run, the Taliri hacked her apart in the street. Fridis and I decided we’d go on our own terms.” Aneki leaned across the table. Touched Snow’s hand. “We were friends a long time, Snow. You taught me a few things about herbcraft.”

A small, bitter smile. “I hope it didn’t hurt.”

“It didn’t. We dosed up on mossflower and went into the baths. Reckoned the drowning wouldn’t hurt if we were asleep. Didn’t reckon we’d wake up again, though. That was a surprise.”

The angry dead were always victims of violence. That, in everything Veiko had learned from Taru and common wisdom. But these were Illhari dead, with Illhari notions of fault and honor, and Illhari notions of who, exactly, was responsible for their dying.

“There are two ways to settle the angry dead,” he said. “The first is to cut off the head, and turn it face down, and burn it.”

Fridis snorted. “Fuck that. What’s the other way?”

“Allow them to take their revenge.”

Snow raised her head. Hung a smile on her lips that reminded Veiko of the Laughing God, amused malice and anger woven together. “Who do you blame, Aneki?”

“The Taliri.”

“You think all the other angry dead feel that way?”

“Can’t say we’ve tried talking to them much.” Aneki exchanged a look with Fridis, who shrugged. “What are you thinking, Snow?”

“I’m thinking we have a few Taliri nearby, and we don’t want them following us. You think you might help us out?”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Day sidled into night, a careful slip from grey to black. A man might not notice with the shutters closed against storm-grey and rain. A man might not want to notice, knowing what came with sunset.

But the dead knew. Aneki and Fridis turned together, heads tipped. Stared westward as if they could see through the walls.

“Well,” Aneki said. She rose. Smoothed her skirts. “We should go. See about those arrangements.”

Snow looked up through the stringy remains of her topknot. The room smelled of damp dog and damp clothes and burned supper. “Already?”

Fridis swung her legs over the bench. “We have a lot to do before dawn.” She paused beside Veiko. Looked down at him.

“I wish—” Fridis tipped her head. The shadows gathered in the crease of her throat. Black wedge, opaque, as if there were no flesh there at all. “Never mind.”

Listen to her footfalls as she walked away, loud as a living woman. A man could believe that. A man would. But not a noidghe.

The hallway shadows crept closer. Hesitated at the threshold.

Aneki drew a breath she did not need. “You two should get up to the flat. Get behind those wards of yours again, yeah? The rest of us aren’t very civilized, as you’ve noticed. Besides.” Aneki had more smiles than skirts: bright and similar and one for every occasion. This one was darker. A little sad. “I don’t think there’s much left for us to say.”

“Right.” Snow stood up. Gestured at the door. “I’ll walk you out.”

It was perhaps three short-legged steps across the room. Half that, from the table and bench. But Aneki waited for Snow to come around the table. Walked with her, shoulders almost touching. Grave, slow steps, leisurely. The way women walked when they had things to say to each other.

There was no whispering between them. No touching, no looking. Grief, though, there was that. Veiko wished he could grant them privacy. Close his eyes, look elsewhere, practice the determined, polite disregard that had governed life in the longhouses of his village.

He took a better grip on the axe instead. Did not blink.

From this angle, it was Snow who looked the ghost. Tall and gaunt, the fire carving unkind angles into her face. The light was gentler to Aneki, who turned just on the other side of the threshold.

“Remember what we talked about.”

“Fuck and damn, Aneki.”

“I know. I know you won’t forget. Snow, listen—”

“Don’t.”

“All right.” Aneki wasn’t smiling anymore. She pressed her palms together against her chest. Inclined her body slightly. A gesture meant for both of them, Veiko thought, although Aneki’s eyes never left Snow’s face. She took two steps backward, until the hem of her skirts had cleared the doorway. Then she spun and walked out, a swirl of silk and the memory of perfume.

Snow stayed a moment, staring after her. One beat, two. Then she straightened. Lifted her chin. A trick of the fire, surely, that made silver streaks on her cheeks.

Now a man could turn away. Pretend not to notice, grant her privacy. Count the jars on the shelves, one-two-three-many. Stare, unblinking, at the plates on the table: two, for the living. At the remnants of his own dinner, that Logi badly wanted. He looked at the dog’s hopeful eyes, moved the plate from table to floor. Listened to the sounds of Logi eating, and not the quiet grief behind him. A man could refuse to hear, and it would be courtesy for anyone except his partner.

Veiko gritted his teeth. Let go the axe. Gathered courage and breath and stood up. He knew how to comfort a woman. He had no idea how to manage Snowdenaelikk.

She spared him the distress of trying. She cut a savage gesture at the fire and quenched it to smoke and ash. Left the bowls where they sat on the table. Then she hitched her pack across her shoulder. Marched out of Still Waters’ kitchen, into the corridor.

He followed her, through the hallway, up the stairs, through a twilit dimness that made him imagine ghosts in every shadow. She opened their flat with a murmur. Stood aside and let him in.

“Snow,” he said.

She shook her head. She waited, silent, grim-lipped, until Logi came scrabbling up the steps, still licking Veiko’s dinner from his lips, and came into the room. Then she sealed the wards behind them with a gesture, another muttering. Veiko thought he saw a moment’s flare of orange before the door returned to honest wood.

Snow looked at him, flat-lipped and unhappy. “That’ll keep the angry dead out, and every other spirit. Thought I’m not sure about avatars. She almost got us twice today.”

“Your conjuring worked well enough. The net. She did not see us.”

“Because I had a chance to prepare that time. This morning, she surprised us. Be dead if it wasn’t for you.”

“Perhaps.”

“Fuck perhaps. I don’t know if that’s natural dragon, that fear she sends, or if it’s godmagic, or something of both. What I do know—she comes at Illharek sending that, she’ll break the legions. They’ll run screaming.”

Snow braced both hands on the windowsill. Closed her eyes. Leaned her forehead against the shutters. The wards shimmered like the air over a forge. Veiko expected the shutters to burst into flame, to crumble to ash. He half-reached for her, to pull her to safety, before he marked there was no sizzle where her skin touched the wood. Just the ache at the base of his ears.

“Snow.”

She half-hitched a smile at him. “These wards date from before the Purge. Originally, these were defense against the Alviri godsworn. Bel thought it’d be good to learn, since we were dealing with Tal’Shik. If you’re right and conjuring’s offensive to spirits—then that tells me why the godsworn hated the adepts. We, conjurors, could hurt them. And that tells me why the Academy backed the Purge and also why it’s stayed on the Senate’s good side. Conjuring doesn’t work if someone breaks your hands.” She wiggled her crooked finger at him. The one Tsabrak had broken on the Old God’s orders.

“What are you thinking?”

“Something the God said about you.”

Always, at the root of it: the Laughing God. Tsabrak. A bad habit, like her jenja. Aneki had warned him of that, last winter. Veiko prodded his chest with careful fingers, as if he might find a wound to match the sharp pain upthrust beneath the bones.

“And what did he say?”

Her eyes drank the fire. Gave nothing back. “That you have no intention of surviving this fight with Tal’Shik. That you can’t win, and you know it. I didn’t want to ask you, in case it was true. So. Now that I’ve got my courage up—is it?”

That fast, the ground shifted. Solid rock turned to ice, creaking under his weight. A wise man did not jump when that happened. A wise man moved slowly, carefully, back to safe ground.

“My survival is not the important part.”

“It is to me. Is this something to do with that promise you made me last winter, when you said you’d kill her? If it is, I release you.”

Unless he had walked too far into the center of the lake to retreat. Unless the ice cracked all around him.

“It is not that simple.”

The smile hung crooked off her lips. “Sure it is. Listen. We’ve warned Dek about the tunnels. Told her about the garrison and the sacrifices. It’s her problem now. Let’s leave all of it. Walk out of here with sunrise. Go—wherever. North. South. East. I don’t care.”

“That will not solve our problem with Tal’Shik.”

“I think it will. If she has the leisure to come after us, let her try. I reckon she’ll be too busy watching Illharek tear itself apart.”

“And that does not bother you.”

“As you have been at pains to point out to me, I’m a half-blood to everyone in Illharek. I always will be. No matter what miracles I perform, even if I go back there carrying a dragon’s head in a sack. So let them care for themselves.”

“Dekklis. Belaery. Istel. Your friends.”

“If those three can’t defend Illharek, what can I do? But even if—when—they win, Dekklis can’t afford to be my friend. I’m godsworn. I will be a political liability. And Belaery? Same problem. The adepts will forgive her for learning heresies. But they won’t forgive me. No, see, my friends were here, Veiko, and they’re dead.”

“And what of the God?”

“The Laughing God doesn’t need me. He never did. By any of his names.”

“No.” Veiko wished himself wiser, and silent, and said, “He does need you. This new God needs you very much.”

“He’ll learn better.”

“No,” a third time. He meant to lecture her on oathbreaking, that the God would not simply let her go, no matter her wishes. Said instead, “You are no coward, to flee from a fight.”

“Maybe I am. Maybe you just can’t see it, since you don’t know what the word means. Oh, don’t look at me like that. You’re the one who fights because you’re a good man. Not me. I’m the cartel assassin.”

“We are both outlaws,” Veiko said. “But we are not the same. You are deliberate. You have chosen your outlawry. I did not think or plan. I acted. I was fortunate to escape with my life. I was fortunate” —

that I did not die that first winter, that I found you

—“that my family did not suffer for my crime. I was a fool, but I was also lucky. A man must grow wiser, or rely on his luck to save him. Someday, luck will fail.”

“So a man commits suicide against a superior enemy instead. That’s wisdom.”

“Tal’Shik needs killing,” he said simply. “Just as the chieftain’s son did. Except this time, I am planning it.”

“You’re telling me this is your strategy?”

“Yes. If I kill her, she will—change me. I will take her into myself. If she kills me, then I can do that to her. I am noidghe.” Iron-bitter in the back of his throat, as if he’d swallowed blood. “Of the two, I prefer the first, although I do not want to be what Istel is.”

“Istel doesn’t mind it.”

“Istel may not. But tell me. Would you be so willing to share me with Tal’Shik, the way the God shares Istel? Would your God be pleased at our association?”

“I wouldn’t ask him for approval.” The anger bled out of her again. Left her brittle. “You know what’s funny? The God told me all of this. Said you weren’t going to tell me. Would you have, if I had not asked?”

“No.”

She sucked in her breath. Held it a beat. Then: “Why not?”

“I knew you would object.”

“Fuck yes, I would object. I am objecting.” She stared at him. “What makes you think Tal’Shik will even want a bellyful of you? She eats souls, we know that. But you’re noidghe. You’re dangerous.”

“She is arrogant.”

“Lot of that going around, yeah? Listen to me. We’re partners. What makes you think this is just your decision?”

“It is exactly the same as what you did when Istel was hurt and the God offered you a bargain. You acted as you thought best. So. This is the best way I know to fight her, and that is what I will do.”

“Toadshit. I asked you before I took any oaths. And I have an out, rot you. The God and I have a fucking bargain and when the terms are finished, I’m free of him. You do this, you’re just gone. Or changed.”

Not even ice underfoot now. Deep water, and no land in sight. “What bargain?”

“The one you didn’t want to know about, when I tried to tell you details. The one where he lets me go.”

Which was not an answer. She might be too angry to tell him. She might be lying about the details of bargain, too. Ancestors, he did not want to think that, but she might be. She was that angry and that desperate.

Frost collected in her eyes. On the line of jaw and mouth. “Call me liar and have done.”

“I…believe you.” His own lie. Please, ancestors, he could make it true.

“Huh.”

Oh, he did not think her satisfied. But she left off arguing, at least. Settled back onto her heels. Folded her arms. Stared hard at the floor between them. Silence crept between them. Took up all the space and kept pushing until Veiko’s skin hurt.

He turned a shoulder to her, finally. Walked back to the table, to their packs. He had been carrying the cookpot. He worked the laces holding it loose. He scraped with a fingernail at the blackened fragments of flatcake. It was a good pan. Well seasoned. And still not entirely unaffected by the accidents of Snow’s cooking. He should have made their supper on the road north, knowing her skills lay elsewhere. Had not, preferring to keep his attention on Kellehn and the Taliri. Now he scooped up a handful of sand from the bucket beside the firedog, dropped it into the pot. He concentrated on the scrape of sand on metal that was both too loud and not loud enough. Heard her crossing the room. Heard Logi’s tail swish across the boards as she passed him. Heard her stop, less than an arm’s length from his back. Heard her breathe. Smelled the damp coming off her clothes. Dust and sweat, a week’s travel, spice and jenja smoke.

He shook the pan out. Took a second handful of sand.

 “All right,” she said, and it was like lancing a boil. Pain and relief together. “You say I don’t run from fights, and you’re right. I don’t. You say I plan to win. You’re right. I do. So, here is my plan. You don’t kill the whole Tal’Shik. You kill just the dragon. The avatar’s body, not the goddess. Stay out of the ghost roads. You said you could—what, go find a wurm in the ghost roads? Learn its secrets?”

He tasted dust between his teeth. “It is not a simple thing, wurm-killing.”

“You’ve got an axe, yeah? I’m told they work well on dragons. We know your bow does.”

“That was in the ghost roads. She. It.” He paused. Collected words and wit. Scraped hard at the blackened pot. “That does not solve our problem. She will acquire another avatar, and it begins again. Your plan only prolongs the conflict.”

“Not if we go after her in the ghost roads at the same time. If she’s in an avatar, she’s splitting her power. She’s weaker in both places. And conjuring is lethal to spirits, yeah? I can’t kill something that big. But there’s a whole Academy of adepts who could, if we taught them how.”

“None of them came north with us.”

“So, we go back to them. We get her to follow us to Illharek. And that’s where we kill her. Tal’Shik doesn’t know I’m noidghe. She only knows about you. That’s got to count for something.”

“Now you are noidghe.”

“Way you tell it, I have been since last winter.” She hesitated, one breath and two. Her voice was low, a little unsteady. “If it keeps you from committing your honorable suicide, I’ll cross that black river as many times as I have to. Learn whatever songs you teach me.”

Hope felt much like fear, a knife thrust under his ribs. “We are likely to both end up dead, trying your plan.”

“What’s the toadshit you’re always saying? Death is no great matter. Death is a doorway. And we’ve both come back before.”

“There must be a body to which the spirit can return. I doubt the wurm will leave so much of me.”

“We do this in Illharek. We’ll have the legion to help you. You teach me the songs I need, I go into the ghost roads, I fight Tal’Shik there—a noidghe who can conjure, yeah? That’s got to be worth something. I keep her busy, I slow her down, until the adepts can conjure her into nothing. Suck all her power away. So no one dies, Veiko, except Tal-fucking-Shik.” She made a strangled, frustrated noise. “Leave that pot, fuck and damn. Look at me.”

He set the pan down. Dusted his hands clean. Turned and impaled himself on midnight blue spear-points. Through his chest, his heart, out the back, so that his lungs bled empty of argument.

“Why are you so fucking determined to die?”

Ash in his throat, and bitter. “I lived half a year as an outlaw with only my dogs for company. I do not wish to return to that life. I cannot live in Illharek. And I wonder what need you will have for a partner when this is all finished.”

Not often he could render her speechless. Round eyes, round mouth, total astonishment. Then her mouth closed, and her eyes narrowed.

“You’re an idiot, yeah?”

She moved fast, uncoil and impact: her right hand on his chest. Her mouth over his. She was not shy like Kaari’s daughter, neither gentle nor modest. A hard kiss, violent and thorough.

She drew back. Her eyes were full midnight now, the blue driven to the edges by spreading black. “I need you, yeah? Alive. I don’t care where we go, as long as it’s us two. If that’s what you want.”

Not enough air in his lungs, in the room, in the whole world. He licked his lip. Tasted spice and smoke and an offer he had not expected. He put his hand over hers, pinned it over his heart. And then he leaned in and accepted her offer.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“What have you found?”

Belaery did not look up from the scroll spread across her desk. “Nothing yet. Nothing as long as you harass me.”

They were in Belaery’s workroom, which was one part office and two parts laboratory. Witchfire lanterns hung from the crossbeams, casting bright light across the chaos: vials and pots scattered on the tables, bowls and baskets and bundles of dried vegetation. There were two firedogs, one nearest the desk for heat, and the small one for—hell, whatever it was Belaery did there. Something noxious bubbling in a pot on the top of it, belching puffs of rot and sulfur as if there were something alive and breathing in the muck.

That was, by Dek’s reckoning, a good reason to stand closer the desk. It was a better reason to move the shutters aside and put her head out the window. The Academy perched on its own several tiers, stout towers poking out of a labyrinth of tunnels and chambers. Most rooms, from Dek’s limited knowledge, had no windows. Belaery had three. This one stared straight down to the Jaarvi. Dek leaned on the sill, looked down at reflected witchfire and torchlight studding the water. Looked like the night sky trapped beneath the lake.

“Chrripp.”

Briel clung to a crack in the wall. She had appeared close to the fifteenth candlemark at Dekklis’s window in the garrison, squawking and flapping at the shutters, demanding entry. She’d been cold, frost on the edges of her wings. Dek had thought first that was because of the storms that had been threatening Illharek’s fields with flood and hail. Winds that unsettled the rivers, so that even the Jaarvi sloshed against its banks. Then she’d seen the rolled leather on Briel’s neck and realized how the svartjagr’d got to Illharek so fast.

Ghost roads.

Two hundred years before, there would’ve been godsworn in the temples, sacrificing Alviri bondies to Tal’Shik for good fortune and good weather. Now, in this age of Reform, Illharek’s First Legate had a svartjagr bringing notes to her window, reports from the heretic in the field. According to Snow’s report, the Taliri had sacrificed the Dvergiri in Cardik’s garrison, everyone in a uniform, maybe a few civilians besides. Evidently, Tal’Shik was well pleased with those sacrifices.

“Chrrip.” Briel sidled closer. Her tail curved out like a rope, barbed tip pointing up. Her wings, partly extended, flexed and contracted according to whim Dekklis did not understand. Minute gusts, perhaps, from the lake. Currents in the air that a woman could not feel on her skin.

Briel stretched that arrow-sharp head at Dekklis. She was unsettling in close proximity. It didn’t help how much svartjagr looked liked little dragons. Ask an Illhari what she thought of svartjagr, and she might say vermin or nuisance or at least they eat rats. But she wouldn’t say, oh, that’s a dragon in miniature. No, svartjagr weren’t beautiful or majestic, the subject of study and art. They were common, like spiders, and just as well loved.

Briel hissed. Showed Dekklis the length of the teeth studding her jaws. She blanked Dekklis blind with an image of a great blurry shape, big as all the sky, with jaws that might eat a person whole. Violet lightning played along the faint outlines of wings and tail.

Dek’s heart lurched. That was a dragon. The avatar, probably. Foremothers, how could they fight that thing?

The sending rippled, and what was very clearly Briel snapped her jaws closed on a violet, lightning-laced tail. Swallowed and looked smug.

That animal had delusions.

The world shimmered back into focus, dragging a faint ache through the back of Dek’s skull. She blamed Briel for that. Blamed the sending. Blamed Briel’s anxiety, which mirrored Dek’s own, which made it difficult to wait for Belaery to read every damn word on every damn scroll she’d had brought up from the Archives.

“Adept.”

“Nothing so far,” Belaery snapped. “I told you.”

“Snow says—”

“I know what Snow says. I read the note, same as you.” Belaery sat back on her stool. Rubbed long fingers across her face. Probed disturbingly deep and hard along the edges of her eye sockets.

“Is Briel out there?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Because you’re fidgeting more than usual.” Belaery straightened. Rolled her neck and winced. “Nagging doesn’t help. Tell her that. Tell her, go eat something dead. Bet the hunting’s great in the Abattoir.”

Scrabbling claws, leather flap, and Briel appeared in the window. Wide wings, open jaws, just like the motherless sketches. Dek was glad that svartjagr didn’t spit fire, which dragons were said to do, or Belaery might be char and ash.

Dekklis stuck a hand out, stupid-close to Briel’s mouth. Felt the gust as the svartjagr’s teeth clipped shut.

“We’re trying,” Dekklis said. “Briel. We know it’s urgent. But Snowdenaelikk’s got to understand it takes time to go through every piece of parchment in the Archives. We’ve been trying all night, yeah?”

“Chrripp.” Briel folded her wings. Settled more firmly on the window’s wide sill. Daring them to try and chase her off; you could read that in the angle of head and tail.

“Motherless oversized bat.” Belaery glared at Briel. “Snow wants research so much, let her come back and do it herself, yeah? Until then, fuck off.”

It was astonishing how much Belaery sounded like the Senators in that moment. All the manners, all the etiquette stripped away in a fit of temper. At least Belaery kept a grip on her dignity. The Senators couldn’t even do that. Toer’s surviving matron had put on a very public display of grief, wailing and robe-rending, that suddenly evaporated when it was her turn to speak. Then a very articulate Senator Toer had demanded formal investigation into the fire at her house and the deaths of her daughters.

Of course, the investigating adepts blamed a conjuring error. They were Belaery’s people, everyone Midtowner, except for Daar Mikka, whose House had a Senate seat on the far edge of the very top row of benches. He had enough highborn blood to get him into the Senate to deliver the report. Just enough respectability in his adepts’ robes that Toer dared not call him liar in front of everyone, although the traditionalists had been unhappy with an uncut man in the curia chamber.

Dekklis had waited, patient, and listened to members of Illharek’s oldest families squabble like svartjagr over a dead cow. Then she’d given up on decorum and stood up and battle-bellowed. Promised to send more troops out on patrol, and gave the Senators a new bone to fight over: which cohorts to send, whose daughters might march and command.

Foremothers, Snow would have loved the show. She had more reason than Rurik or Belaery to want the Republic in chaos. And she hadn’t told Dekklis about Istel and the God, had she? Hell and damn, Dekklis had to remember that.

But it had been hard to summon up any anger when Briel appeared in a puff of mist off the lake on her windowsill. It had been hard, when Dekklis had unpicked the knots holding a fine-grained leather tube onto the svartjagr’s neck and unrolled it, to remember to feel anything more than a sense of relief. Snowdenaelikk was alive. Thank the foremothers.

Then she’d read the motherless note and come straight to Belaery.

Dekklis- First: Godsworn here worked something major in the garrison. More spikes, all Dvergir, mixed sex, different marks than we’ve seen on their poles. Be nice if Bel could find some record of a ritual like that, and what the fuck it’s supposed to do. Some variant on avatar-making?

Second: Found a tunnel in the Warren straight into the mountain. Think it’s the S’Ranna’s real mouth. Should be records of who conjured it, maybe why. Maybe maps, too, to say where it comes out. Refugees coming, maybe Taliri driving them. Or they’ll be angry dead when they get there.

Third: We found the avatar. Ask Bel for everything on dragons.

The tunnel records, at least, had been easy to find. Dekklis had managed that search herself, with Belaery’s blessing, needing no special access or supervision to go through mere civic records. They were buried, misfiled—but there nonetheless. Business deals between Illhari Houses, dividing the spoils of Cardik. Court case testimony between competing masons, each thinking they had rights to a particular tunnel. Conjuring treatises, dense and dull as stone itself, about the techniques and potential ramifications of forcing a tunnel into solid rock, or whether there should be a law about following preexisting water-cut channels instead. Whether the whole Below would collapse on unwise heads if the project went forward. There had been no collapses, but the route to Cardik had proved difficult and expensive. And, conveniently, parts of the records were missing. The actual map of the route between Cardik and Illharek, for instance.

By now Rurik and Istel and the Sixth would be down looking for the entrance to that tunnel, which should come out very close to the Riverwalk, according to the maps she had found, and closer to the Tiers than most of the Suburba. Opportune, perhaps, for a small Taliri strike. A strike easily turned, easily defeated—there were numbers involved, all in the legion’s favor—but with the Suburban mood as volatile as it was, any raid, any breach in perceived Illhari security would be like a lightning strike in dry tinder.

It was that possibility that had brought her up here to Belaery’s office, the one place Rurik and Istel agreed, together, that she’d be safe from Taliri assassins’ godmagic. They would not be, down there looking for that entrance, but Rurik insisted her life was the more valuable.

Hell and damn, valuable.

Dekklis looked at the woman poring over scrolls at the table. At the very walls around her, the spires and turrets outside the window. The Academy, with its conjurors and scholars, its chirurgeons and engineers and habit of choosing talent over birthright. It was no accident that there were no highborn among the higher Adepts any longer. There had been problems this spring with divided loyalties. Highborn Adepts with godsworn ties. Those problems had mysteriously vanished, were probably svartjagr shit by now, bones lost in some svartjagr nest.

It was also no accident that Belaery was climbing the ranks. Szanys Dekklis was a Senator thanks to sororicide; but she was First Legate because of the woman sitting with her now. Uosuk Belaery, Midtowner half-blood, pushed and played with Illhari politics as if she’d been born to them. Bet she wouldn’t be First Adept someday.

The less-imaginative Illhari feared the conjurors for their visible powers. Shaping stone. Calling fire. Witchfire and shadow. The terrible workings out of legend that had broken the Alviri walls and unhorsed the Taliri. Disease. Plague. Madness. But let there be fever in the city, and every voice would say how precious, how wonderful, the adepts. Let some highborn need a new tower on her House, and there would be no institution more valuable, no profession more honored, than the conjuror.

But give the adepts a seat in the Senate, no, the very stone would crack open and swallow all that was good. The Senate wouldn’t unite on Illhari defense, but they would close ranks to defend their own power. To remind the First Legate of her limits, too. Fine. Let them think they’d won that fight, that the Academy would stay safely out of the curia chambers. Dekklis trusted Belaery to show more sense than the Senators did. Trusted her to be patient while Dekklis maneuvered to keep the Senate godsworn in check.

In the week since Toer’s burning, there’d been increasing reports, trickling out of Midtown and the Suburba, of fresh violence. Not the usual robberies and cartel territorial pissings, no. Organized attacks, in alleys and sometimes in taverns between well-armed groups that were not, obviously, the usual Suburban criminal. There had been no complaints as of yet, and the bloodshed had been confined to participants. But the rumors said those groups were highborn and loyal to a particular House or another. The new-old fashion for inter-House wars, relocated out of the Tiers.

For now, civil war was held at temporary bay by a First Legate and her allies in the Academy. The Senators knew that impasse would not hold. Schemed for it, against it, changed sides twice a week. It was only a matter of time before someone petitioned to build a temple or a shrine, and then the battle would step into the open.

Snow had predicted as much before she’d gone north with Kellehn. But Snow had stopped shy of predicting the outcome of that battle. Shook her head and grimace-smiled and said, only, “Don’t envy you at all, Szanys. I think I’ve got the easier job.”

Damn right, she did. Which was why Dekklis had spent a long night in the Academy instead of her bed and Rurik had taken his troops out before first mark. He might’ve found the tunnel by now. He might be back soon with a report. Then she would have something to do besides watch Belaery read.

“Motherless rat-eating worm-licker.” Belaery sat back. Pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes. “I hate early-Republic secretarial script. All those fucking flourishes.”

Dekklis made herself wait three breaths before asking, “So, you found something?”

Belaery sighed. “The ritual Snow describes sounds something like the one in Mistra’s Devotions, when the Alviri Ghesht attacked the settlement near what’s now Riku. The Alviri godsworn summoned up some kind of swarm—I think it was ants. Or maybe crows. Anyway, they sent the swarm against the Illhari and drove them back Below. —Such a face you’re making. Surely, this isn’t the first time you’ve heard of the battle.”

“I recall the loss, not the magical details. Something else they left out of my lessons. —So, Mistra was an Alvir priestess?”

“No.” Belaery waited her customary two beats too long for Dek’s patience, leaving space for the then what that Dekklis never asked. Then she relented and sighed. “Mistra is one of the Illhari godsworn. After we lost that battle, she made a sacrifice to Tal’Shik of every Alviri bondie in Illharek at the time and became Tal’Shik’s avatar. She led the subsequent attack on the Ghesht personally. If I recall”—and Bel’s expression said she did recall, and perfectly—“the Ghesht tribe was obliterated. No survivors. But that’s where the translations fail us. Some say Mistra became the avatar. Some say she became an avatar, and that there were anywhere between two and seven dragons involved in the battle that day. —Which makes more sense. The Ghesht still had horses back then, and damn sure they had ballistas—”

“So then we have at least one dragon flying around Cardik.”

“We have at least one avatar,” Belaery corrected, but she was frowning. “It sounds as if Tal’Shik’s favoring the Taliri in this. They have a dragon and we don’t.”

“We had highborn sons on spikes last winter. And the Laughing God’s people, too. How is this different?”

Belaery tapped fingers on the scroll. “Mm. Those highborn might’ve been the beginning of something on the scale of the ritual Snow describes, though we clearly interrupted it. It’s unclear if that kind of power must be used promptly, or if it stores itself someplace. It’s not entirely clear what they meant to accomplish. We can only assume it was making an avatar.” She hissed frustration, sounding very much like Briel. “Where would Illharek keep a toadlicking dragon if those halfwits had succeeded?”

“It doesn’t matter now, does it? There’s already one loose in Cardik. Even if this, this Mistra person managed to get several dragons to go wipe out the Ghesht, they were all on the same side. Tal’Shik’s not going to divide herself into avatars on opposite sides of a fight.”

“No. I don’t imagine she would.”

“And the glyphs Snow mentioned? The ones she didn’t recognize?”

Belaery glanced at the window, where Briel waited. Then she looked at Dekklis narrowly. “Did Snowdenaelikk ever tell you that she abandoned a very promising career as a chirurgeon to go north with that heretic lover of hers?”

“She didn’t phrase it quite that way, no.”

“I’m sure. She tell you why she left?”

Dekklis hitched a brow. “Seems obvious, yeah?”

“Because she’s a Suburban and half-blood, you mean? That’s what Snow likes to let people think. But she also told the head of Chirurgery to go fuck herself—those words, yes—when she was reprimanded—internally and privately, might I add—for her involvement in the disappearance of a certain highborn student.”

“The motherless shit who vivisected Briel?” Dekklis shrugged. “Can’t say I fault her choice there.”

“No one did. He was a foul little wretch, here on his House’s reputation. But his mother was not so understanding when he disappeared. They never found his body. Quite a scandal. People said he ran off with some toadbelly—girl or boy, depending on the teller. I think his skeleton is somewhere at the bottom of the Jaarvi, probably in a great many separate pieces. In any case, all Snow got was a reprimand. No writ of censure. No real punishment. Show better judgment, that’s all that anyone said. And for that, she storms out of here. Of course, it was another year or so before she left Illharek.” Belaery tilted her head and let a smile drip into one corner of her mouth. “Bet she hasn’t told you about what happened to Proconsul Ta’Avt Torag during that year. Now that death, if they’d pinned it on her, would’ve meant her execution. Traitor’s death, yeah? Weights on her feet and a long swim in the Jaarvi. Not that the old hag Torag didn’t deserve it. She had some unsavory habits. And she’d owned Tsabrak’s contract from childhood, all ten years of it, so it’s not like Snow had no personal motive.”

“The hell are you telling me this?”

“Because sometimes I think you forget who she is.” Belaery straightened on her stool. “She didn’t cypher that message to you, did she?”

“No.”

“Because you can’t read cypher. I could have, and I could’ve translated for you, but she wants you to know what she’s saying. She could protect you, Dekklis, by keeping you ignorant, and she isn’t even trying.”

Belaery was a clever woman. Smart, oh foremothers, grant her that. But she hadn’t grown up in a highborn House. Hadn’t had politics for breakfast since infancy. Hadn’t learned to match what people said against their motives since she was old enough to fall victim to her sisters’ maneuvering. Hadn’t got sick of it and run off north, either, with a legion sword in her hand.

And Belaery, in that moment, reminded Dekklis very much of dead Maja. Mad as a cornered caverat, wasn’t she, because she’d wanted a letter in cypher. Wanted that information, all of Snow’s warnings, for herself, to dole out in parcels and pieces. That would be power for the adepts and the Academy. And, plain as sunlight, Belaery thought Snow owed the Academy more loyalty than she owed Szanys Dekklis.

Dekklis folded her arms. “I don’t ask Snow to protect me. I ask her for honesty. She knows that.”

“Mm.” Belaery threaded a smile. “Well. Good on you, then, for getting Snowdenaelikk to do what you ask. Must have some witchery of your own. But yes. These glyphs. I compared Snow’s questionable calligraphy to everything I could find. There were two that might mean svartjagr. Or dragon. And one definitely means poison.” She glanced at Briel. “There are glands in their jaws and the base of the tail-spike. In svartjagr, the jaw-glands are less potent. An adult might get sick from a bite, but she will rarely die. The tail, however, is almost always deadly. Even a scratch. I’m surprised Snow never mentioned that to you. The Laughing God’s assassins love svartjagr poison. Kill a woman, leave her in the tunnels, blame the svartjagr. Of course, that only happened before the Purge, yeah? I’m sure it’s never happened since, since the God’s people are such peace-loving sorts.”

Dekklis held tight to her temper. Reminded herself she needed Belaery’s good will. “Go on.”

Belaery poked a scroll out of the pile on her desk. Narrow thing, obviously ancient, its ends carved with shapes long since worn into mystery. “This is volume six of Kainen Siik’s account of life in the land-above-trees. She lived among skraeling, you see, for a few winters. Studied them. Wanted to know why they weren’t like all the other Alviri tribes. It’s interesting reading. Tell you, Dekklis, it’s given me some insights on Snow’s partner and his supposed powers.”

“Volume six.”

“All the volumes, really. There are nine. But six talks about their religion. Their, oh, what was the word for their godsworn?”

As if Belaery didn’t remember it perfectly. “Noidghe.”

“Exactly. Noidghe. Thank you. Volume six is about how these noidghe bargain with spirits to heal and cure diseases. And sometimes—to cause them. The spirit offers its power in exchange for something else. In Tal’Shik’s case, we can imagine that when she gets enough blood and worship—prayers, sacrifices—she lends the dragon shape to her godsworn. Thus, we have an avatar. This mass sacrifice that Snow found must work on similar principles. A great deal of blood, in an exchange for a great deal of power. Blood sacrifice is popular in Tal’Shik’s worship, for a variety of purposes. But using the dragon poison to kill the victims—which the glyphs that Snow found imply—suggests some new layer to the ritual. Some significance.”

Dekklis mourned the days when trouble could be met and dispatched with good Illhari steel. She squinted against the ache behind her eyes. “Meaning...what?”

“I have no fucking idea.” Belaery grimaced. “That is exactly the problem. There is no precedent for what Snow’s describing. And she’s damn light on details, so foremothers know if I’m chasing the right theory. I need Snow here. I could ask Ari what he knows about godsworn power, but the man’s barely literate. All he ever does, when I ask questions, is quote Tsabrak at me. And let me tell you what I think about that man—”

“The God is Tsabrak now. Snow says Tsabrak’s ghost...killed the God. Became him. I don’t quite understand it.”

“Ah. Interesting.” Bared teeth, not quite a smile. “Kainen Siik talks about something like that, in volume seven. So, now Tsabrak is the Laughing God. That’s fucking fantastic. Of all the motherless toadshits to get that job.”

“Not just Tsabrak.” Dekklis wished that unsaid in the next breath, when Belaery looked at her. Foremothers, this must be what it was like to stare down a dragon. Unblinking stare, eyes hard and yellow. Imagine a mouthful of teeth, all that was missing, and wings.

“What does that mean?” One beat, two, then, “Listen, Szanys Dekklis. Snowdenaelikk asked me to learn things for which I can be executed. You asked me to learn further illegal things, proscribed things, all to save this Republic from Tal’Shik and the Taliri. So, it’s in my best interests to know everything so that we win, yeah? Because if the godsworn do, we’re all dead. And I don’t need to tell you what they do to their enemies.”

“It means,” Dekklis said slowly, “that you should talk to Istel.” Guilt soured the back of her throat. Snowdenaelikk hadn’t

warned

told her about Istel and the God. Maybe this was the reason why. Because Belaery couldn’t know it. The adepts couldn’t. But Belaery was an ally, Belaery was a weapon, and Dekklis couldn’t let one blade stay sheathed for fear it might cut someone.

“Listen,” she said, as if she didn’t have Belaery’s undivided attention already, “Istel should have died last spring. Snow bargained with the God to save him. The God’s in him, sometimes. Like an avatar.”

Belaery stared at her. “That’s how you survived Toer Valiss. You didn’t kill her. He did.”

Briel hissed. Sharp glass fingers stirred in Dek’s brain. Warning. Anger. Then Briel twisted on the sill, like some living knot untying itself, and leapt. Dekklis heard her wings snap open. Heard her keen echo off the stones. Then she was gone. Sudden cold in Dek’s head, and a silence as heavy as stones.

The door rocked on its hinges. There was a sound like oil in a hot pan, and the faint smell of burned meat.

“The wards,” said Belaery as she came around the table. She cocked her right wrist. Damn sure she didn’t mean to punch anyone. Dekklis unsheathed her sword partway. No idea what good plain metal would do against anything that could test an adept’s magic, but hell if she’d just stand there.

The door thumped a second time. Fingers of smoke curled under the crack.

Once, up in Cardik, Dekklis had watched the garrison’s blacksmith break a blade over his anvil. The door made the same sound now and rocked open. Istel stood in the gap, his hand curled in a mirror of Belaery’s. Trick of the firedog that made his eyes flicker, sure, believe that. Believe that scout-out-of-Cardik Istel could crack the lock on an adept’s door and leave shards of metal on the stone floor.

Belaery didn’t. Shock splashed over her face. Then her features reassembled themselves. All courtesy now; let the highborn take lessons. “Istel. Please come in. The First Legate and I were just discussing—”

Istel bent his lips into a sneer’s bastard child. “Me. I know. Later, Adept. I need Dekklis now.”

He brushed past Belaery. Kicked the door shut in passing. Crossed and stopped in front of Dekklis. Almost Istel, when he squared his shoulders. New scuffs on his scout-plain armor, new stains, and a muddy crust on his boots. And blood on his hands. Oh, foremothers.

“What happened?”

“We found the tunnel. Took a look down it a little way. No sign of Snow’s refugees. But when we came out, we got hit with an ambush of metal and godmagic. No uniforms,” before she could ask. “But they’re not cartel and they’re not Taliri. Rurik ordered me to report.”

“Godmagic?”

“Yes.”

“And you left the fight?”

“On Rurik’s orders. What else could I do?”

You’re the Laughing God. Kill them all.

And if the God did that, the Senate would forget all their quarrels and unite behind a new Purge. Rurik knew that. Rurik had sent his best weapon away because of that.

“Godmagic,” Bel said softly, “means there are Houses involved in this. Probably several.”

“I know what it means.” Foremothers rot them, highborn and godsworn and heretics. Dekklis could choke on this anger. Could imagine all the Tiers burning and not regret the vision.

She blinked the red haze away. “Belaery. Will you help?”

“The adepts stand behind you, First Legate.”

“Then let’s go retrieve my First Tribune.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Dekklis made her first stop at the garrison. Collected what was left of handpicked troops, which was just Neela and her squad, Per having gone with Rurik already. Picked up the rest of the Sixth, too, that Rurik hadn’t taken with him. They were the veterans.

The Sixth’s acting commander was a grey-streaked optio named Ville, scarred and built like there was skraeling in his near ancestry. He shouldered past Neela and asked, “Where’s Rurik?” as if she were still Dekklis and he were just Ville and they were sharing drinks at The Javelin’s Rest in Cardik.

Istel interrupted, sliding his voice and self between Optio Ville and Dek’s uncoiling wrath.

“Rurik’s in trouble. Sent me to get help,” in his thickest northern accent. “Fucking godsworn jumped us, Ville. Got to run.”

“Huh.” Ville’s eyes narrowed. He jerked a nod at Dekklis. “We’re with you, De—First Legate.” The he whipped round and barked the Sixth into order. Of course they’d believe one of their own, never mind that Istel was god-man and not flesh-and-bone woman.

“Northern manners,” Neela muttered. “Men’s manners.”

The way the Sixth had always been under Rurik.

“Shut it,” Dek said, teeth tight together. “Let’s move.”

Foremothers, she sounded more like Rurik every day, all snap and bluster and there was no time for patience. Except Istel was gazing after Ville with a very un-Istel curl to his lips, and Dek’s stomach took a hard twist.

“Istel!”

“First Legate?” Guileless eyes, Istel’s eyes, as the God suddenly fled.

“Take us down there.”

“First Legate.”

“Move,” she told Neela. “Let’s go.”

Dek’s body remembered the pace. It had been Rurik’s habit to run his cohort up and down the road that led to Cardik. Patrolling, he called it, and the soldiers had hated him for it. The same soldiers who ran now, no complaint.

Her Illhari troops had no such memory. Istel had warned her, hadn’t he? Soft as rabbits. Well. Time to make them pretend to be wolves, and hope she didn’t run them to paste before they got to the battle. Hope that Rurik could hold out that long.

She remembered Belaery at the first bridge. Doubled around and went back—and there, yes, the adept was running easier than the troops, in spite of her flapping robes. Grim-faced, scowling, mad as a wet cat.

“No. Dignity. Damn. You,” with a breath between each word. Her topknot bounced like a baby goat’s tail.

It wasn’t politic to laugh at your allies. Dekklis turned her face away. Good thing: the line of troops had slowed down, no, damn near stopped. She jagged a hard right rather than mow down an unfortunate mila.

“Move aside!” Ville’s bellow, meant to carry across a training field. A man’s voice shouting orders, here in Illharek. Dekklis winced. Stretched stride to get back to the front—because Ville’s shout meant some obstruction, meant some

highborn

fool who wouldn’t yield ground. Bondies and servants had wit to get out of the way of armed troops, but a matron’s entourage

are idiots, Dek

wouldn’t bother.

Sheeoop, and Briel dove low, skimming a handsbreadth over the troopers’ heads. A svartjagr in Illharek wasn’t unusual, but a svartjagr hunting and diving in a busy street was. There were shrieks up ahead.

Dekklis caught up to Ville and Istel. Set herself at the head of the troop, lent her voice to Ville’s. “Move aside! Move!” while Briel keened and cut loops overhead.

It was a matron’s entourage, some minor House, who promptly yielded the street when she saw the First Legate, but she was only the first obstruction. By the time Dekklis had her troops across one bridge and down a twisting stair, across and down the long, narrow Arm, which connected Third Tier with the Riverwalk, she’d gone hoarse from yelling.

She expected to cross the Riverwalk and continue to follow the streets to the Suburba. But then Istel pulled a hard left at the Riverwalk and cut back along the Jokki’s bank. This was the rocky side of the river, uninhabited, narrow and wet-walled and slick. Fingerling streams bled through the cave walls and trickled into the river. Unconjured, wild stone, and too dangerous for running through in the half-lit dark.

Istel threw her a grin. Slowed to a rational walk. Dek managed to get her hand up and signal back to Ville. Turned, as the line ground to a halt, and pointed at one of the forerunners. “Get me the adept.”

Belaery came quickly enough. There had to be conjuring holding her topknot in place, not a hair straggling loose. She took a breath, scowling at the rock and the river. Then she raised her hand. A witchfire burst into being overhead. Roiled and spread like flames on spilled oil. An adept’s witchfire, oh yes, five times the size of Snow’s little globes, and whiter. Brighter, finding each crack and split, each crumbling edge, each stalagmite thrusting up like a bleached tooth.

Dekklis pitched her voice low. “This is a dead end.”

“No. It’s not.” Istel’s eyes drank the witchfire. Gave them back red as embers, red as Briel’s, and where had that damn animal gone, anyway?

“Sss.” The svartjagr scuttled upside down on a slick-looking bulge of stone. Headache rippled behind Dekklis’s eyes. Fear. Anger.

“Peace,” Istel whispered. “Allies, yeah? Me and Snow. You and me. Trust me.”

“You talking to Briel or me?”

Istel grinned a second time and held up his right hand. Thrust forward against the dark. But it wasn’t the dark that gave way. The witchfire did: fractured and sparked and drowned in new shadow. Istel changed angle and strode forward toward the darkest crease. Toward the wall. Through it, down shadow’s very throat. Istel was going to skip the streets altogether and go straight to the fight.

Or he was going to drop them all straight into the Laughing God’s hell. There was a thought.

“Fuck and damn,” said Ville. For the first time, the veteran came up short. “Did you see that toadshit?”

“It’s conjuring,” Dekklis said loudly. “Why else do you think the adept’s here? Move. Follow Istel. He’s not afraid.”

Ville rolled eyes at her. Might have argued, but then Neela shouldered past him—Neela and her breathless squad, all shiny in their Illhari-issue uniforms. Shoulders up, chins high—terrified, maybe, but running. And then Ville, last and mad now—shamed by a First Legion southerner. Dekklis pitied whomever he met on the other side of Istel’s shadow-road.

“You know it’s not my doing, yeah?” Belaery murmured. She grimaced at the pool of shadow. She cradled the dim and miserable witchfire in one palm. “That’s godmagic.”

“Yes.”

“Did you know he could do that?”

“No.” Dek offered an arm to Briel. “You coming?”

Briel hissed. She felt Briel’s fear, and her anger at that fear. Her pride, that prickled and squirmed because she was afraid of this darkness, this shadow, when she flew into dark shadows every day. When she had flown the ghost roads—at least that was what Dekklis thought she was sending: a blur and chill and a big grey dog—those did not frighten Briel. But this darkness belonged to

fire-eyes

Istel

knife-in-the-dark

and she would not risk it. She launched off her perch. Swerved back toward the wedge of distant city lights.

“Well. That’s not encouraging.” Belaery grimaced. Shrugged and stepped into the shadow. “Come on, Dek, how bad—”

Then gone. Silent. Through the passage or already dead, hell. Dekklis followed, stepped through

cold and black and oblivion and nothing and water and silence

into screams and banging metal. Into the bleach-blue light of Belaery’s witchfire, bright as winter noon. This was the tunnel of Belaery’s maps, of Snow’s warnings. Rurik’s troops had brought lanterns, some of which lay in scattered pools of burning oil. Others, more fortunately dropped, stayed upright and carved out islands of light in the cave-black. Dekklis marked a scatter of bodies, uniformed and not, still moving and not. There was Per, blood-spattered and swinging metal. She heard Ville howl a Sixth battle cry, saw him launch into the fight. Saw Neela, grim-lipped, at the head of her troops.

Dear foremothers, thank you, the fight wasn’t over yet. They weren’t too late. Dekklis breathed a lungful of blood and metal. Her wits rushed back, her nerves settled. She drew her own short legion sword and attacked with something like relief. The first available target, a slim-shouldered boy who looked like he’d never seen battle before: lurking on the fringes, staring at the chaos. She gave him no warning. Cut and sliced and left him dying, sliding off the edge of her blade. She kicked him loose. Paused as he gasped and wept and writhed on the stone. The collar winked at her from his neck. Hell and damn, probably covering a citizen’s sigil. She filed that for later; no time now to check her victim for a House mark. She had more trouble coming at her, another fair-skinned man.

Not a bondie, she realized in the first cut. This was a Talir, with a raider’s chopping blade. She twisted sideways, let his strike slide down the length of her sword, deflecting the force of the blow. He was wearing typical Taliri armor, leather and piecemeal metal. She aimed a kick at his knee. Caught him higher than she meant, in the thigh, but it was enough to throw his balance, enough to buy her time to flick her sword around his and score a cut on his arm.

The Talir hissed, pain and fury. Took a long step back, out of her range, unless she wanted to lunge in and leave herself open. She did not. He bared his teeth at her. He was gaunt, his skin stretched tight across cheekbones and chin, eyes sunken in their sockets and a little bit mad. He hissed at her again, more like a cornered cat than a man. Then he scrabbled back, three quick steps, before he spun and chose a new target, chopping savagely into the back of an Alvir bondie.

Hell and damn. So there were three sides to this battle: Illhari against outlander, Illhari against Illhari, and no allies among the godsworn. Tal’Shik must be so pleased with the chaos.

Then Dekklis smelled sudden lightning, felt the whole side of her face tingle and heat. Shrieks followed, rising to a peak and stopping suddenly. Man’s voice, woman’s, she couldn’t tell. Didn’t matter: that was godmagic, that meant godsworn, that was who she needed to kill.

She got four steps before Istel joined her. Istel, whose eyes burned with real fire, who turned a smirk at her that was not any expression of Istel’s Dek had ever seen. Which made her a heretic, too, as much as Snowdenaelikk, and a traitor. Maybe an idiot, too, because this ally was no friend of Illharek, of women, of highborn.

The fight was down to skirmishes now, individual knots of conflict. Her side was obvious, uniformed. She helped her own out where she could, stabbed and sliced in passing. Beside her, not-quite-Istel dragged darkness behind him, flowed from shadow to shadow, struck from the back, the side. He did not miss, found every gap in the armor. Left the enemies of Illharek bleeding in his wake. God-man, avatar. Oh foremothers, this was what Illharek had Purged. This was what Dekklis had believed false, impossible, pure superstition.

Snow’s smirk, Snow’s dry Yeah, Szanys, well, always said that was toadshit.

And Tal’Shik wouldn’t wear a man’s skin, or a woman’s. She would wear a dragon.

That fight wasn’t her problem. Not now. What was: Tal’Shik’s godsworn, who wore their own flesh, and who bled and died like anyone.

The lightning smell gave way to smoke and cooking meat. Dekklis might have gagged a year earlier, recognizing that meat for people; now she clamped her jaw tight and sucked breath through her teeth and kept going. The godsworn’s victims lay like trail markers, sad lumps of legion armor and curling smoke. Some of them might be alive. Dekklis did not stop to check. Stepped past them, quick and quiet. The tunnel had never been finished, never conjured smooth; there were still irregularities, alcoves and pockets and ragged pillars of stone. No lanterns back here, no light—except the sour purple godmagic glow, bleeding out of the tunnel’s crenellations, stabbing and flickering as its wielder moved through the stones. Not running outright, but with purpose. Chasing something. Or someone. Oh, foremothers.

“Rurik,” said not-quite-Istel. “She’s after Rurik.”

Ask how he knew that, ask how a God knew anything. Dekklis clipped her teeth shut over questions. Forced herself to slow down, to mind the noise boots made on rock.

The God had no such qualms. “Rurik!” he shouted, in Istel’s voice. “First Tribune!”

Sss, Dekklis wanted to say. She spun toward him, intending—what, hell, to punch his shoulder, to shake him, to do any of the half dozen things a senior trooper might do to an idiot green? But Istel’s hand was already raised, palm out to her—stand down, wait, be quiet. He angled away from her, God-quick.

So the violet bolt struck where Istel had been, splashing across the stone and turning Dek’s night-sight to useless spangles. Hell and damn. She flattened against the wall, black Illhari sword point down, following the line of her thigh. Blinked and squinted her vision back into order.

And so she saw the godsworn clearly: a Dvergir barely out of her teens, unremarkably dressed, hair in a simple braid. Pass her on the street, you wouldn’t look twice. She stalked forward, bare-armed, violet fire coiling through her fingers like a bruised witchfire. Saw Istel and grinned. The godfire turned her teeth lambent, rendered her eyes pits of black.

Behind her, Dekklis saw Rurik rising out of a crouch behind a lump of raw stone. The godsworn had been that close to cornering him. Maybe another step, maybe two, she’d’ve seen him, struck him, burned him dead. Would have, except for Istel’s shout.

Relief hurt, like a knife in the chest. Gratitude filled in behind, warm as blood, for Istel’s

the God’s

intervention.

This is how it starts, Szanys, one favor.

Dekklis held her own hand up, wait, saw Rurik recognize her, saw the shock and relief spill across his features. Then the godsworn snarled something at Istel, alien syllables that slid past Dek’s ears like razors. The lightning smell came again, and a buildup of power that made all Dek’s skin prickle and pull tight.

Istel laughed—barely Istel’s voice now, all smoke and a jagged malice that Istel had never owned. Istel’s flesh strained to contain the Laughing God, orange light leaking from eyes and mouth and ears. Orange light turning him translucent, like thin parchment in front of a candle. The God would burst out, he must, a man could not hold all that—

“No,” said Istel, very clearly, and pointed. Dek’s eyes followed the gesture, that was instinct—expecting to see a bolt of godfire arcing toward the godsworn, torching her where she stood.

Instead, she saw the motion behind her: Rurik, slinking forward with sword leveled. Disregarding her stay, Istel’s no, any order to stop. Because Rurik saw a target, Rurik had been commander too long to take orders, because the godsworn needed killing—

A hundred reasons for the disobedience, and none of them mattered.

Dekklis caught her own shout in her throat, strangled it into a croak. Barely audible to her own ears, but loud enough for the godsworn. Who turned, sudden and startled, and saw Dekklis crouching in the dark. Who caught just a flicker of Rurik behind her, at the last, before he rammed his sword through her back.

She looked down at the slick, dark metal poking out of her belly. Folded her hands around the blade. The godmagic sparked where it touched steel, twining around the metal like a cancerous vine. Following the metal through the godsworn’s narrow torso, out the back, around the Illhari sword’s unburied fingerswidth. And then up, around the hilt, around the man’s hand holding it. The godmagic coiled around Rurik’s wrist, his arm, fast as fire on oil. Forked into his mouth, his eyes, and flashed almost white. He didn’t have time to scream. Went rigid, like all his muscles and bone turned to iron. Then he fell backward, still stiff. His right hand stayed where it was, on the hilt of his sword, the bone smoking where it had snapped.

A howl surged up in Dek’s throat, wordless this time, rage and grief together. She lunged forward, sword out, ready to die, probably the same way Rurik had, not much caring. She met the godsworn’s eyes, the godsworn’s grin.

And then Istel was there, his left arm slamming across Dek’s chest with surprising force. His right hand swept up, and the shadows heaved around him. They surged toward the godsworn, boiled around her feet. Grew, surging past knees and hips and waist. Then they turned solid, hooked into her flesh. She shrieked as the shadows pulled her down. Dekklis heard snapping bones. Smelled bright metal blood. The shadows dragged her into themselves, and she disappeared. Her screams lasted a while longer, before smoking into silence.

But not long enough. Never long enough. Dekklis shoved past Istel. Went to Rurik and knelt beside him. He was dead. Of course he was. The grief slammed into her belly like a stone fist. She pulled his eyelids closed over eyes boiled white with the heat that had killed him. Stood, with knees too well trained to shake.

“Fuck and damn. If he hadn’t, if he’d waited—” Istel shook his head. The God fled, leaving honest dark eyes where the fires had been. “Dek, I’m so sorry.”

“Not now,” she said, gravel-voiced. The First Legate had other troops engaged in battle. The woman who’d lost her friend would have to wait to grieve.

* * *

Per came to find her when it was over. Illhari-bred Per, whose sword dripped. Whose armor did too, dear foremothers. At least some of the blood came from the gash in Per’s scalp. A wonder the woman was walking. Saluting, like no one from the Sixth would, after battle.

“First Legate,” she said. And waited for permission to speak.

“First Spear,” Dekklis said, with all the patience left in her. Because Rurik was not standing in front of her. Wouldn’t, ever again. “Report, Per, cut the toadshit.”

Per blinked. Tilted her head so that the blood ran sideways, instead of into her eyes. “We were ambushed as we came out of the tunnel by what looked like several groups of household bondies on some errand; we didn’t even mark them as trouble until they attacked. There was a bright light, and it smelled like burning. That’s when we knew they had a godsworn. Then the Taliri came out of the tunnel. They must’ve been hiding back there, and we’d’ve seen them if we’d just gone a little farther. We thought—” Per shook her head. Winced as the motion started a fresh stream of blood. “That we’d been flanked. That we were finished. But they fought each other.”

“Survivors?”

“A few, sir.”

“Show me.”

Dekklis was no stranger to battlefields. She had picked through the dead, sorting our side from those others. In Illharek, during the bread riots, it had been legion against civilian, and precious few of the former had died. In Cardik, there had been raiders. There had been K’Hess Kenjak, the first skewered sacrifice. But none of them had been her responsibility. Not like this. She’d have to write letters. She’d have to see all of them, see how they’d died. But not yet. She needed an enemy first. Some focus to turn grief into rage.

Neela was sorting the legion dead and wounded. Dekklis walked past her, trailing Per. She walked past Ville, who knelt beside Rurik’s body, whispering—what, some heretic prayer? Some toadbelly invocation he’d learned from his Alviri grandmother? Something, anyway, not meant for a commander’s ears. He shut up as she passed him. Watched her sidelong.

The enemy dead had been dragged to one side, piled against the tunnel wall. Male, to a one, except the godsworn. Her House sigil named her V’Lak. Old House. Honorable.

A House that Dekklis vowed to eradicate, down to the last stone.

“She went for the First Tribune deliberately,” said Per. Her voice shook a little, from pain or emotion or simple exhaustion. “Like she had a grudge.”

“She did. He’s a highborn man commanding the legions. He should be a consort in some House, breeding and eating too much. Or gelded. He was an affront to her Illharek.”

“Sir,” said Per, faintly. Dekklis looked at her and saw the shock of a woman too young and too Midtowner to have thought much about the Reforms, what they would mean to the highborn. There was a whole middle Tier of Illharek full of women like her. Foremothers defend.

Except the foremothers had worshipped Tal’Shik. Their fault, this whole mess.

Dekklis poked her way through the corpses. The Taliri raiders were obvious: raggedy, filthy, showing signs of hard travel. The collared bondies were, to a man, fair-skinned: Alviri, Taliri, even a couple of half-bloods. This was a well-fed group. All muscle and meat. And they’d killed legion troops here. Part of that was because they’d had numbers and godsworn, but part of it had to be training.

Dekklis squatted beside the bodies, one after the other. There wasn’t a House sigil among them. Not on their skin, not on the collars. That was unusual; Houses liked to mark their property, collars if not flesh. But more interesting, it meant this group wasn’t free. These were actual bondies, actual property. Maybe earning their freedom, killing Illharek’s soldiers.

She found the one she’d killed earlier, the young man who’d rushed her. He’d been a favorite, clearly. Beautiful face. Fine clean limbs. A particularly fine collar. It was old, filigreed and embossed and worn almost smooth. Almost—but there. Dekklis rubbed the design near the hinge. After the Purge, the surviving Houses had recast their sigils. Quick cuts, jagged lines, instead of the old loops and coils. This was an old style. She pushed her thumb hard into it, felt the ridges under her skin. Snowdenaelikk had warned her that the longer she left the godsworn alone, the stronger they’d get. The more pre-Purge toadshit they’d resurrect. And she had not acted, wanting the law on her side.

Well. Now she had the law and the proof.

She wrapped both hands round the collar and twisted. The ancient catch gave way. She lifted it carefully from the dead man’s neck.

“These toadshits are getting training,” she told Per. “And they’re all unmarked, savvy? I bet there’s a few Houses, pooling resources.”

“Yes, First Legate,” Per said. She sounded a little breathless.

Dekklis scowled. She glanced across the members of the Sixth still standing. Found a face she recognized. “Einar! First Spear Per needs tending.” And to Per: “Go sit down before you fall down.”

Dekklis found Neela barking orders, having taken charge. She saw Dekklis and snapped a salute, cutting herself off mid-order, leaving the mila at her shoulder gaping and trying to come to attention.

“As you were,” she said wearily. “Neela, where’s the adept?”

“Up the tunnel, sir. She took a few troops with her.”

Including Istel, no doubt. Dekklis nodded thanks. Then she turned and walked up the tunnel until she found Istel with Belaery, both frowning into the black. They didn’t even look, when she came up beside them. Continued their conversation as if she was part of the wall. She let them talk. Examined the spill of rock and rubble, the straight Illhari lines that said there’d been mining crews here, once, and conjurors, making a path through solid rock. But now it was Illhari slumspill. No one’s territory, except toads and svartjagr. Smugglers might hide here. Escaped bondies. Castoffs and criminals unwelcome even in the Suburba.

And heretics, maybe. Definitely.

“—could be some more down there,” Istel was saying. “I think there are.”

“Oh, you think.” Belaery snorted. “Here’s what I think. The further we get from Illharek, the more dangerous it will be.”

“For you, conjuror.”

“For you, too, ava—”

Rot them both. “Tell me, Istel. Can all godsworn do what you do? Or just the Laughing God’s people?”

Sudden silence, from Istel and Belaery. They looked at her. Back at each other. See an alliance forged there, the realization that the First Legate of Illharek was in the tunnel with them, and not Szanys Dekklis.

Istel cleared his throat. “Do what?”

“The—making a hole and walking through.”

“It’s not a hole. It’s going from one shadow to another.”

She waved, impatient. “Whatever. Can you all do that?”

“There are ears here, Dek.” Belaery rolled eyes at Neela’s troops. “Be careful.”

“I’m a little tired of careful.” But Dekklis walked a handful of paces into the black, to the border of Belaery’s witchfire.

Istel shrugged. “No. It’s a skill particular to the Laughing God.”

“So you’re saying you could’ve done that sooner.”

“Yes.”

“From the garrison. You could have, and we could have gone with you. Damn you.” Cold, dear foremothers, all through her guts. As if her heart had frozen in her chest.

Istel sighed. “And if I had, the Tiers wouldn’t know there was trouble, yeah? No one would. Now half of Illharek saw you running down to the Suburba, and the rest will’ve heard about it by the fourth candlemark.”

A spark, finally. The first hint of heat, spreading in her belly. Didn’t make it to her throat, to her voice. “And Rurik’s dead.”

Belaery’s witchfire flickered in those dark eyes. Turned orange, by a trick of the light. Then Istel’s brows arched like they never had, never would, and Dekklis knew who it was. “A highborn son. A ranking officer. The First Legate’s First Tribune. And by highborn bondies, on orders. This is a treachery that must be answered.”

“It was treachery before he died! You left him here as part of some toadshit strategy.” She almost strangled on the word, her throat sealing around grief and fury and the urge to just hit something.

“Rurik ordered me to go.” Istel folded his arms, less defiance than defense, as if warding a blow. “Didn’t Per confirm what I told you?”

She wanted to wipe that calm off him. Hell if he was an avatar, that didn’t worry her, but if she started violence, she might not stop. “She did. But I don’t think she knows you could’ve come back faster. I don’t think she knows you could have done something here.”

“Yes. I could have died.” Istel’s eyes again, Istel’s sober stare. “The God and I share this body. But he’s not—we’re not—invincible.”

“Tal’Shik’s godsworn wear a fucking dragon. I think we made the wrong alliance.” Dek had to look away now, before she did hit him. Sought Belaery’s eyes. “Adept. I want this tunnel sealed. Can you do that?”

“Not alone.”

“Then get who you need and come down here. Bring an escort. The streets are not safe.”

Belaery bowed over her interlaced fists. “First Legate. The adepts are yours to command. And.” She half-reached for Dek’s sleeve. Stopped at the glare she got back. “I am sorry about K’Hess Rurik. I—liked him.”

Dekklis turned away before she strangled her best ally. She should have let Snow fight her war here in Illharek, let her murder her way through the godsworn in the Tiers. That might’ve kept Rurik alive. Damn sure she hadn’t avoided a civil war, playing subtle. And she’d lost Rurik in that game. But they hadn’t punched their troops through the Suburba. Hadn’t incited a riot. The Suburba still held that rough peace, Snow’s rough peace.

It was the Tiers she had to settle. Now.

There were still a few survivors from the other side. A brawny Alvir with a purple egg on his forehead, bleary-faced. A couple more, barely past adolescence, looking battered and frightened.

Kill them all here and now: she could do that. Law said she could. Or she could ask questions. She had a great many of those.

“Get them up,” she told Neela. “If they don’t want to walk, or can’t, you drag them.”

Neela frowned. Opened her mouth, looked at Dekklis, and said only, “Yes, First Legate.”

“Ville.” She felt the old soldier’s attention like spears on her back. “Choose some of the Sixth to carry the First Tribune’s body. We need to take him home.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

An ill-tempered wind scudded out of the mountains. Rattled the shutters, sent slivers of autumn chill through the slats. Storm coming later, normal for this time of year in Cardik. But a west wind this early and blowing this hard meant a storm by midday, and that meant Snow couldn’t linger. The plan needed darkness, but it needed Kellehn and his people back inside Cardik’s walls first.

Snow pushed herself onto an elbow. Her trousers were there, halfway across the room. Her boots were—there, one and two. Her shirt, at least, was within reach. If she stretched. She stuck an arm out and hooked the sleeve with her fingertip.

Veiko stirred against her back. Rolled and wrapped an arm around her. His hand, carelessly draped over her hip, remembered where it was. Twitched and tightened and slid up her ribs.

She shivered. “Stop that, yeah? Or don’t. Depends if you want to get out of here before midday.”

A moment’s hesitation. A sigh. Then Veiko rolled onto his back and took his hand with him. Laced it with the other one across his chest on top of the blankets and looked at her sidelong. “I do not. But.”

“But. Yeah. I know.” She sat up and pulled the shirt over her head. Felt him watching. Turned and caught him at it and damn near took the shirt back off.

Took a breath instead. Two. Found somewhere else to look. “Firedog’s out, yeah?”

“I will get it.”

“Stay where you are. Conjuring’s faster than fire steel.” She grabbed a fistful of straw from the pallet. Snatched her trousers on the way across the floor, stepped into them one-handed while she stuffed straw through the firedog’s grate. “You’re serious about hunting up this dragon spirit in the ghost roads?”

“Yes. If I am to face a dragon in the flesh, then I must know how to kill it.”

“Soft bits, sharp metal.”

“It is likely more complicated.”

“Bet it isn’t.” She pulled fire out of cold air. Sat back on her heels and fed the last of her winter kindling to the flames. “A dragon-spirit’s going to tell you its weak spots?”

“If I defeat it and bargain well, yes.” He was sitting up now, the blanket puddled across his lap. Not the first time she’d seen the man naked. But this time, he wasn’t dying or bleeding. This time, she knew more about what was under those blankets than she had.

Work to do, Snow. Come on.

She hauled her gaze back to his face. “Fine. You hunt your dragon-spirit. Let me handle Kellehn. Save a little time, if we divide up the work. Don’t give me that look. I’m not without weapons.”

“I do not doubt your weapons. But you will be well out of the walls when you meet him.”

Not her blade he meant, but her conjuring. He was remembering the first day they’d met, yeah, when she’d conjured to throw the legion off her trail in deep forest. She’d been lucky then that the backlash had confined itself to rearranging the local terrain. Lucky she hadn’t ended up sticky remains in the middle of a crater. Lucky Veiko had come along when he did, but not too soon; backlash wasn’t picky who it killed.

There’d been a lot of luck that day, and a lot of luck since. They just needed a little more to deal with Kellehn, and then Tal’Shik.

And before that, more basic needs. Snow grimaced. There were things a woman could miss about Illharek, and the biggest was Illhari plumbing. She got the kettle back out of her pack. Leaned on the table and shoved her feet into the boots, one and the other. “I’m going to get more water, yeah? Won’t take long.”

“Take Logi with you.”

“Planning on that. Didn’t reckon he’d use the chamber pot.”

Veiko snorted. “I mean, when you go to find Kellehn. He may be of some use.”

“Oh. Then Logi speaks good Taliri. Has a way with negotiation.”

Veiko peered up at her through a curtain of what had been braids. Looked more like rope now, splitting around brow and nose. “He is a hunter, and Kellehn may not wish to be found.”

That was toadshit. They knew the Taliri were still out there; Briel’s pre-dawn scouting flights had confirmed it. And Kellehn was the sort to watch the gates. He’d see her come out.

She looked down at the kettle in her hands. Easier than eyelock with Veiko, yeah. Too much of him looking back at her. Naked that had nothing to do with clothes. Her chest hurt, like there wasn’t enough room for heart and lungs and the spreading ache.

“Well. I’ll take good care of Logi, then.”

“Yes,” grave and unsmiling. “Return him unhurt.”

Which was how she ended up crossing Cardik’s ruined fields, walking with Logi as escort. Crows gathered like a feathered crop, hopping and picking through the bones and ruins. Laughing God knew what was left for them. Nothing except bits of metal that winked in the sunlight. Little metal seeds scattered by a careless hand. Bright in the dirt. Bright among the stones on the S’Ranna’s bed. One pretty thing, then, that the day showed Snowdenaelikk so far.

Otherwise, the brightness was no great gift. Shadows banished to the edges and undersides of everything, all the river fog burned away. Left a woman exposed to every idiot with a bow, to every working eye in the treeline, as she walked up the middle of the motherless Illhari road.

Briel would’ve been just as obvious, had she been there. A single svartjagr, only the blind would miss her. But she had practice staying out of bowshot. And she could count the Taliri for some value of count. One-two-three-many, which was nothing Snow didn’t know already.

Instead of Briel, she had Logi, who counted nothing. Who was happy for the sun and warmth and unworried about arrows. He pranced ahead, made little dashes at the weeds pushing up at the edge of the road. Snapped at the tips and came trotting back, long strings of green dangling from his jaws.

“Idiot,” Snow told him.

Truth was, having Logi along was a comfort. Like having a part of Veiko. Truth was, she’d gotten used to having a partner at her back, and she’d slipped out of that habit in Illharek. Told herself it was simpler, working alone. And now, hell.

Half a year in the man’s company—in the man’s fucking head, thank Briel—for her to reckon just how much he mattered. Hadn’t figured it out during the long winter, when Still Waters had been alive. Not when there might have been a chance to get used to this—whatever it was. Whatever it was that made it feel like she’d left half her own self behind, with him.

Toadshit from tavern ballads, that’s what it was.

What need will you have for a partner when this is all finished?

Truth was, the God’s right hand didn’t need a partner.

Maybe that needs to change, yeah?

“Tsabrak.”

Veiko had warned her she risked confusing both herself and the God by naming him. But it was too late for that.

“Tsabrak. You there?”

Snow.

Imagine her name whispered against her ear. Imagine a faint hint of jenja woven through with a man’s particular scent. Feel her guts twist, throat to belly, remembering that scent on her skin. On her tongue. Old memories bubbling up.

I’m here.

“Of course you are. Needed you yesterday, yeah? When that avatar came at us.”

You managed. You had your partner and your conjuring. Those are very effective wards. Gentle laughter, like powdered glass. Tell me. What did you two talk about all night behind them?

Bite her lip, she could do that. Taste blood and swallow it. “We didn’t talk. We fucked.”

A lie. There had been talk, too, that the God could not know. So tell him this half-truth and hide the rest behind it.

Ah. I see. Laughter, brittle and angry and not one jot amused. Quite an athlete, isn’t he?

“He is.”

And young.

“That, too.”

She made a fist of her left hand, the one Tsabrak had broken before he delivered her to Ehkla. He had been angry then, jealous of Veiko, before there was any reason. When Tsabrak had been just man and not the God. And now he was both, and still jealous, and more dangerous.

No. I’m not—sss. I’m not jealous. I wish you joy, yeah? Truly. And I’m sorry for your hand, Snow. I’ve said as much. Lots of things that I regret, then and now.

“You, the God? Or you, Tsabrak?”

Yes.

The old God had never apologized. Tsabrak hadn’t either. So ask where the God-Tsabrak had learned it and why he bothered now. Istel, most likely. Istel was the kind one. And if Istel was leaking into the God, then that leak went both ways. Dekklis might turn around one day and find Tsabrak grinning at her. Snow’s lips flexed. Funny, yeah, right up until Dekklis figured it out. She might get back to Illharek and walk straight into Dek’s revenge.

You may, at that.

“What’s that mean?”

Means the secret isn’t anymore. Godsworn came at Dek. I had to intervene.

“Fuck and damn. She okay?”

She is. A pause. The avatar will move soon. She’ll want to hit Illharek when it’s most distracted. You know she’ll smash the legions flat. And when she does, the Illhari godsworn will step up and save the city. Or they’ll try.

“You still think she’ll let Illharek fall?”

I do.

A breath. A beat. “You asked what Veiko and I talked about last night. This: we have some ideas, yeah? Noidghe toadshit, and conjuror toadshit. How to beat Tal’Shik. How to divide her. Kill the dragon, but also kill the spirit. Or—hurt her. I don’t know if we can kill her. But if we can, it will cost you.”

The God’s voice was swordclash and breaking steel. Our bargain’s already made. You are my godsworn, Snowdenaelikk. My right hand.

“I am. But you know better than to try and wear my skin. Conjurors are dangerous to spirits. That’s why you agreed to my privacy, yeah? Because I could fuck you up. And you think maybe I can fuck her up, too. That’s why you need me. That’s why you’ve always needed me, you and Tsabrak. That’s why you kept me and used me all those years.”

You were hardly unwilling.

“Maybe not. But I have a partner now. We were never that, you and me. Veiko’s a better bargain. So, let me tell you my terms. After we settle this avatar and save Illharek—you release all my oaths. Find yourself a new right hand.”

No.

“I can turn around right now, go back and have Veiko walk us on the ghost roads to Illharek. We’ll tell Dek what we know. The Taliri will keep raiding, keep sending refugees into Illharek, and Illharek will sink into civil war. Then we can let the legions meet the dragon. See how that goes. If you’re right about Tal’Shik, Illharek will survive. They’ll reverse the Purge. And just think, Tal’Shik’s godsworn back in power. All the Reforms undone. That will earn you some new converts, yeah? Angry men. Men like Tsabrak.”

The old God remembered those days. The old God had his own thousand-thousand faceless, nameless souls to remind him. All those stories, all that hate and pain and suffering. But nothing personal. No memories that were his alone. Tsabrak had a history. Tsabrak had said, more than once, he wished his life on no one. Veiko was right, that this God didn’t laugh as much; but he was wrong, too. This God was still Tsabrak in some large measure. Tsabrak’s desire, Tsabrak’s needs, Tsabrak’s hatred, a particular shape and flavor that Snow knew, having spent so many years with the man.

She felt it now. Fire so hot, it didn’t need air, fire that left only ash in its wake.

You bargained for Istel’s life. Shall I take it back when I let you go?

“You won’t. You like wearing him. You need to wear him, to stay close to Dekklis. She’s your best ally, once I’m gone.”

Silence then, for a long time, until she thought he might’ve left her again. Until she had to stop, or risk bowshot from the forest.

Then, chill and razors: Deal. And then, Look to the trees, Snowdenaelikk.

And the God, Tsabrak, left her.

So she already knew, when she looked at the treeline, that she would see a man standing there. Snow didn’t need Briel to tell her it was Kellehn. Walk with a man from Illharek, you got to know his stance and habits. A little hipshot, one hand resting on the weapon that hung off that side. Waiting for her, with what were probably ten of his closest, best archers.

Snow kept her own hands well away from her seax. Slipped into her best Suburban swagger and went to meet him.

* * *

Helgi was waiting beside the glacier. Veiko ran his hands over the dog, a hunter’s habit, to look for hidden injuries. Check each paw, each limb, push his fingers through the thick fur. It was a game with Logi, as much wrestling as any assessment of health. Helgi never minded. Never nipped or wriggled. The better of his dogs, Helgi, in every way. And if the hunter wished sometimes that it had been Logi who died, the noidghe was glad for Helgi in the ghost roads as guide and guardian.

But Helgi was not his teacher. That was Taru’s duty, and if Taru did not greet him with the same enthusiasm as Helgi, then she should at least be visible now, walking along the edge of the glacier, having come from wherever it was she stayed when he was not walking the ghost roads.

Veiko stood. Turned a slow circle. The glacier, the tundra, the distant takin. Himself and Helgi. That was all.

He knelt again. Took Helgi’s face in his hands. Looked into the ice-colored eyes, smoothed and tugged the thick, triangle ears. Helgi was a hunter in death as he had been in life. Say Taru’s name, and Helgi would find her.

The wind hissed across the dry tundra grass. Ruffled Helgi’s fur. Dragged cold fingers through Veiko’s braids and let them drop again. A cold wind, northern, that smelled like swamp and river. Truth was, Veiko did not need Taru for this.

“A wurm,” Veiko said finally. “Find me one.”

Helgi turned his face into the wind. Trotted into it, as he always did. This was a familiar path. Across the glacier, across the tundra, until he came to the black river. Veiko paused on the bank. There were faces in the water, if a man cared to look. Voices, if a man cared to listen. Lessons and knowledge, if a man was willing to pay for them.

Not today. Instead, Veiko studied the river itself, while Helgi cast along the bank and searched for the way across. The river was the boundary a noidghe must cross each time he left his spirit-home and came into the shared lands of spirit. But the path across changed depending on his destination. The time Veiko had gone after Snowdenaelikk, the far bank had been a blasted wasteland, the bridge a great crumbling stone arch. The last time he had come with Taru, he had not needed a bridge at all. The river had been no wider then than his arm. An easy jump to the forests on the far side.

Today, the river was broad and smooth. The other side was swamp and forest: tall trees, lumps of dry ground. A short walk through them to the mountains beyond. Not like mountains that cradled Veiko’s village, or the ones guarding Cardik’s back. These were rockier, taller, naked stone twisting in the sky. Like Illharek turned inside out, Veiko thought, though carved and twisted by wind and not water.

The wurm would be there.

Helgi found a series of stones upthrust in the river, dry and wide and no farther apart than a man might easily step. A simple crossing, if a man kept his footing.

If a man isn’t a fool, Nyrikki’s son. Which you can be.

He turned, half-expecting to see Taru behind him, knowing better. The words were hers, yes, but no voice had spoken them aloud. An echo, perhaps, or a memory. His own willful imagining, because he wanted her beside him now. Because he worried for what waited on the river’s far bank.

Feh. Focus. Did you learn nothing?

Focus. Yes. He had learned. Veiko turned back to the river. There was Helgi, standing sentinel on a stone halfway across, ears cocked and curious.

Take a deep breath then, and let it out. Step onto the first stone—careful, test it before committing all his weight. It held, but the river rippled around it, sudden froth. Oh, now the current ran fast. Wet slopped up on the edge of the stone. Stained it slick.

Taru would have said be careful. Would have stood behind him and talked him across. And then she would have skipped after him, light-footed and agile and unafraid—having died twice already, once to be noidghe and once at the end of her life.

He took a second step. The rock shifted and settled, sending his heart up the back of his throat. He tried not to look in the river, at the fish-pale faces peering up from the black.

Then a third step, onto the broad stone with Helgi. The dog flicked a glance up at Veiko. Gruffed deep in his chest.

“Go on.”

Helgi snorted. Flicked and flattened his ears. The river answered: gurgled and frothed a full handspan over the lip of the stone. Helgi danced his paws away from the black water. Showed teeth and snapped. The rock sagged. Tilted. Sank another fingerlength into the river.

Once a noidghe began his crossing, the river did not change itself to challenge him. Surely, Taru would have warned him if it could do that. Would have told him what to do, how to sing the waters calm.

Bah. I cannot tell you everything.

Then Veiko heard the singing. Just a snatch of song, a mouthful like the last gasp of a drowning man. The words sank below the river, tangled in the current, slapped up on the rocks. A treacherous song that promised slick stone and cold water and sure drowning death if he kept going.

A voice he knew. Betrayal hit him like a fist in the belly. That was Taru. Taru’s singing, Taru’s challenge.

He peered across at the far bank, where the trees pressed together like a line of Illhari troops. And there she was, silver-streaked Pohja hunter’s braids, her bow on her back. Singing, though no smoke came from her breath, because she did not breathe: a song to raise the river into violence, to sweep him off the rocks and spill him into the black water.

Unless he turned back. He could do that. She had warned him, told him this choice of his was foolish. She meant to keep him from the wurm, to keep him from learning its secrets and challenging Tal’Shik.

Or to keep him alive. Perhaps that.

The rock tilted another fraction. The river raised its voice from mutter to snarl. The song was angry now. Violent. It raised the hair on Helgi’s back. Raised the heat in Veiko’s skin. He wanted to sing a counterstrike, wind and falling trees. Meet force with force and smash that singer into the river.

A warrior might do that. Or a fool. And he was neither.

He sang calm then. Sang the glacier, cold and slow. Sang the flat grey sky and silence and the stillness of the tundra. The settling cold over the black water, and peace to the dead. He sang the world into winter, the ghosts into their graves.

His breath smoked and hung in the air when he finished. There was frost on the rocks where the river had touched. Frost on Helgi’s fur, silver on the grey. The river itself had retreated, contracting in its bed. Mist wandered the surface in slow eddies.

He stepped onto the next rock, careful of the ice. To the one after that, with Helgi behind him. Taru smiled, for some value of smile, as Veiko stepped onto the bank. Her eyes wrinkled up at the corners, at least.

“That was well done.”

He counted three breaths before he answered. “You would have killed me.”

Taru raised both brows. “If you had been a fool, I would have let you kill yourself.”

Veiko filled his lungs, held them, let the breath go.

“Angry, are you? Betrayed? He”—Taru stabbed a finger at Helgi—“is your ally here. I was your teacher.”

“Was.”

“No longer. A noidghe must challenge an elder. It is the final test. Which you passed.” Her narrow gaze felt its way over his face. “Now I am only your ancestor, Veiko. And now I am certain you will not shame our line.”

He closed his eyes. His chest hurt. His throat did. Snow would say hell of a family. But Taru had not cast him out. His father had done that.

Taru sighed. Patiently, gently: “If you could not find the wits and the courage to cross the river against my song, then you cannot survive a wurm’s challenge. You still may not.”

A hero from one of the old tales would say, I fear no wurm. Veiko looked back at the river. Black water, the pale smears of ghosts beneath the surface. A noidghe learned fear. When to heed it and turn back. When to walk right past its warning. A noidghe served his people’s needs as much as his own. Veiko did not want the wurm’s lesson. Would not have sought it for his own sake and power. But he needed it. Snowdenaelikk needed it.

“I know,” he said to Taru. “But I must go nonetheless.”

Taru pointed at a great black gash, partway up the first ridge, wide as Illharek’s mouth. A river spilled out of it, a great silver tongue twisting down the mountain.

“That is a wurm’s lair. I will go with you, if you wish it. I cannot bargain with the spirit for you, but I can make your journey faster and safer. The mountains will be treacherous.”

“I wish it.” He made himself meet her eyes. “Thank you.”

Her gaze slid away. “Tal’Shik will certainly kill you. One way or another. Whether or not you win the wurm’s help.”

“Tal’Shik might. But she is not my object. I wish to kill the skin she wears. Nothing more. The Dvergiri conjurors will handle her spirit. They will meet her here, not me.” Snowdenaelikk would, but he did not say that.

A full five beats before Taru said, “Oh.” And another two before, “You grow wiser, Nyrikki’s son.”

“It was Snowdenaelikk’s suggestion.”

“Which you heeded.” She tossed her braids over her shoulder. “So I say again, you grow wiser. Good. I do not want you joining us so soon.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Snow stopped just out of bowshot. Raised her godmarked hand as if she held a lantern in it. Let her eyes slip half-closed. The witchfire came easily, slithering out of stone and air and bone and breath. A tiny conjuring, a simple one. But let a woman hold blue fire, let an outlander

skraeling

unaccustomed to

witchery

conjuring see those flames run and wrap her flesh and leave no marks—a lot of fights could be won that way, no weapon drawn. Kellehn—and the God—needed a reminder of who she was.

So stand and wait while the witchfire spilled down her arm. Wait and watch the Talir straighten. Watch him gather courage up like fallen coins.

He came toward her then, brisk and brave and fooling no one.

“You can snarl at him, yeah?” she told Logi. “But sit down. And no barking. For the moment, we’re still allies.”

She waited until Kellehn was some five paces away. Then she threw the witchfire down at the stones of the Illhari road. Drew a line across the road and made it blaze up. Cold fire, wouldn’t hurt if he crossed it, unless she willed it real.

Kellehn stopped. Frowned at the fire and at her.

“Snowdenaelikk. What is this?” Chiding her in Taliri with the stilted care one uses for children and outlanders.

She spat her answer in Dvergiri, straight out of the Suburban alleys.

“I’m not sure. Maybe you should stay on that side, yeah?”

“As you wish.” He bowed, Taliri formality. Snow hadn’t liked it when Ehkla did it. Liked it no better now. Kellehn looked past her at the empty road. At Cardik. “Is Veiko well?”

“If he wasn’t, we wouldn’t be talking. You’d be dying. I’d feed you to Tal’Shik my fucking self, yeah?”

He cocked his head. Smiled faintly, as if she had said something unwittingly that amused him. “Not to your God?”

“He’s picky about what he eats. Not like that dragon. I assume you noticed her flying around yesterday, yeah? You might’ve mentioned she was living up there in that old Illhari tunnel. You must have noticed.”

Kellehn shrugged. “We were not sure where she laired. We thought we had driven her away. I am glad that you both survived.”

“That’s why you came looking for us, then? Got to say. We must have missed you running up and down the streets, calling our names.”

“There was a storm,” slowly, each word shaped and deliberate. “I took shelter. I thought you had followed me. And when I saw that you had not.” He made a what can you do gesture, shoulders and palms raised skyward. “I came here to wait. I told you. The city is not safe for us.”

“Mm. Noticed that. Especially where you abandoned us. So tell me. Did you mean Veiko to die in the garrison?”

“No.” He bared his teeth in a credible imitation of angry dog. “I wanted the noidghe to understand what had happened here. To understand what he faced with the avatar. I knew he would manage the ghosts.”

“You could have warned him. Veiko’s a smart one. He’d understand bodies on spikes and sacrifice well enough. But leaving us there, that was a mistake. You told us the dead were asking for him. Well. That’s true. They did. They have. And they’ve told us some really fine stories. Like what happened to the survivors. You know. The other ones you didn’t mention. The people who stayed when the legion abandoned the city. Remember now? You should. You killed some of them when they tried to leave.”

“The—ah. Yes. They were sick with plague, and we could not risk contagion. Killing them was mercy.”

“Toadshit again. They weren’t sick. They were starving.”

He sighed. “Do you not know that ghost are terrible liars?”

“Wasn’t just any ghosts who told me. Friends of mine. Aneki. Fridis.” She watched Kellehn’s eyes widen just a hair. Watched him strangle his expression down to blank.

“Who?”

“Friends of mine, you motherless toadfucker. From Still Waters. Ah, yeah. You know the name. You been there? You in the group who looted the place? You one of the ones who raped Fridis? Or did you hurt Aneki instead?”

“No. No. There is no one alive left in Cardik now.”

“Didn’t say we found them living. Veiko’s noidghe. He’s back there now, talking to them. They’ve told us all kinds of interesting things. Useful information. Now I’m out here to see if you have anything for us. Maybe truth this time.”

Kellehn started to turn. Snow turned the fire orange and hot and real and flicked it at him like a whip. “No, don’t look behind you. You signal your people to fire on me, you’ll waste arrows.” Breathe. Work some spit into her mouth. Hang Tsabrak’s smirk off her lips. “I’m standing on an Illhari road. I can conjure wood into fucking raindrops, yeah? All you’ll get is wet.”

Now who’s talking toadshit?

Kellehn didn’t know it. His spine was very stiff now, all the bone turned to steel. “I did not take you to the plaza to die. I did not leave you in the city to die. And I have not lied to you, Snowdenaelikk.”

“No? You failed to mention the ghosts. And where the avatar lived. You know where that tunnel goes, yeah? Straight to Illharek? And you didn’t bother warning Szanys Dekklis when you were there. I’d say that’s lying.”

“No. Snowdenaelikk.” Kellehn reached his hands toward her. His sleeves smoked. “Please, hear me.”

“Sure. I like stories. Tell yours from that side of the fire.”

“We do need your help. I did not lie.”

“Help. Huh. Who’s we? Don’t spit tribe names at me. Who were those Taliri on the poles outside Illharek? The ones you showed Dekklis?”

“Raiders.”

“Toadshit. Those Taliri were rivals. Or sacrifices.”

“Hear me, half-blood. Godsworn to the Laughing God. Conjuror.” Each title louder than the last, a storyteller calling his audience to silence. “You asked for the truth. Then let me tell it.”

She gestured the fire blue again. Inclined her head and did not take eyes off him. “Go on.”

“There is no army, not as Illhari know the word. We are allied tribes. That alliance is fracturing.”

“So. The bodies outside Illharek. Your idea?”

His eyes gleamed. “The Rhostiddir have no love for the Auli.”

“You know that’s how Tal’Shik works, yeah? Illharek’s got a long history of bloodfeuds.”

“So do the Taliri. It was an opportunity to eliminate one of ours. Even so, I did not lie to you. We were not willing disciples. I told you, Ehkla forced her way to power in my tribe. She would have destroyed us if we’d fought her directly.”

“And she’s dead now. Thought you said you’d taken your freedom or some rot.”

“I said some of our tribe did, and that is true.”

“But not your part.”

“No! We did. We fled. Those of us who did not love Ehkla. But we were outnumbered, and we would have died.”

He stared at her. Waiting for—what? Man had metal for balls, he thought he was getting sympathy out of her. She raised both brows. “Because the Rhostiddir have enemies, yeah? So, who caught you? The rest of the Rhostiddir, or some other tribe?”

“Our own people.” He scowled. Swallowed and grimaced. “Then Sian offered us truce. She said that our tribe was stronger as one, and that she would forgive our betrayal. So we accepted. And she did.”

“Sian?”

“Ehkla’s successor.”

“So, you went right back to the same toadshit. That’s what you’re telling me. You got away, only you fucked it up and your own people caught you, and now you’re back where you were. You didn’t lie. You told, what, half the truth. Just the wrong half. You did bring us here to die.”

“No. I brought you here to kill Sian.” Kellehn flicked a glance at the witchfire. “You have a reputation, Snowdenaelikk.”

“Do I.”

“In Cardik. Oh yes, it was known who you were. There were spies here for years, watching. Ehkla asked for Tsabrak to send you to meet her, because you are half-blood. She thought you might listen to her. Perhaps even betray your God. She was stupid. But we saw what you did.”

“If you wanted me to kill the dragon, then why involve Veiko at all?”

“Sian asked for him because Tal’Shik wants him. There will be great favor for whomever delivers him.” A shrug. “I do not want him dead. I do not want to serve Tal’Shik. But I also do not want to die on a pole.” Kellehn licked his lip. “You killed an avatar once. You might kill another and rid us of Sian, and then the Rhostiddir have our revenge. But if you could not, then we would still find favor with her for delivering Veiko Nyrikki.”

“So you dropped us in the middle of a ghost city during a godmagic storm, and that was our test?”

“I told you. I did not intend that to happen.”

“And I still don’t believe you. You lie once, people think you’re full of toadshit every time you talk. Here’s what I do know. I can kill you right now. Take Veiko and leave. Sian can eat your people, one by one, flesh and soul, for all I care.”

“If you leave, she will move against Illharek.” Strange little smile on Kellehn’s face, pride and hate wound together like yarn. “And it will fall. The legions cannot face her. You know that, yes? But I can help you.”

“Oh. Now there’s help, is there? What?”

“I can get close to the dragon. She will not see you, conjuror, not if you have any skill. And my people will help you this time.”

Snow pretended to consider that while the wind shifted and breathed cool across her skin, contrast to the sun’s dying scorch. She watched the clouds run down the sun like dogs with a wounded deer. Surrounded now. Not much longer before they dragged it under grey. There were a half-dozen ways she’d imagined this going down. Kellehn offering to walk with her back through Cardik’s gates hadn’t been one of them.

She blew air through her teeth. “Tell Veiko what you told me. He agrees to your deal, then I will.”

“Bring him, and I will tell him.”

“Oh no. You come with me into Cardik.” She gestured at the trees. “All of you. He agrees, we hide there until morning. Then we all hunt the dragon together.”

Kellehn’s turn to hesitate. To frown. “The city is not safe at night.”

She sighed. “Listen. I’m godsworn. If you think I can kill an avatar, you should know I can protect you from a few raggedy ghosts. How do you think Veiko and I have been managing these past two nights? Not just noidghe toadshit.”

Kellehn stared at her. Flat, cold, considering. The wind ran its fingers through her topknot. Hissed around the rings in her ears. Silence, except for her heartbeat, beating too loud in her ears.

Then Kellehn raised his arm. Held it high, fingers wide, and the Taliri trickled out of the forest in pairs and trios. More than a few bows nocked and half-drawn. Snowdenaelikk pretended not to notice. Dismissed the witchfire and turned her back on all of them. Snapped her fingers and Logi went with her, casting nervous looks back at the Taliri on the road. At Kellehn, who walked behind her, deliberate in his choice. Damn near stomping, wasn’t he, and staring daggers at her back.

So. Walk chin up, shoulders back, no fear.

The sky was flat grey now, sunless, all the clouds melted together and congealed into a leaden mass. Still air. Heavy. The weight of a thousand eyes, watching.

“Wait,” she whispered. “Just a little longer.”

Walk, fuck and damn, don’t run. Past the ruined fields. Through the gate. The Taliri dropped back, even Kellehn. Kept a handful of paces behind, as if she might burst into flames and burn them.

She led them up the Hill, into the merchants’ quarter, past the shattered storefronts and the bones and the cobweb shadows. Up and around and up again, into the narrow lanes of the highborn districts. She moved faster, widening the gap between her and Kellehn, until she turned a final corner and found herself alone in a market square with a good view of the gates and all the streets between.

There were two women waiting there, a bright orange skirt and Fridis’s very red hair like blood against the dead city stone. Snow nodded at them. Turned back, looked down. The Taliri trailed out like beads on a broken necklace down the streets. All of them were inside the walls now.

Snow wove the gates out of memory and air, light and shadow turned to steel and wood as thick as a woman’s forearm was long. She conjured them swinging, the push of displaced air, the hiss of oiled hinges. Conjured the dull metal bang as they closed. None of it was real; the gates wouldn’t hold against a charge or even a determined finger-poke. It would have taken an adept to conjure those gates whole again. But the Taliri didn’t know that. Illhari witchery had a reputation. She had a reputation in Cardik, and not the one Kellehn thought he knew.

A ripple passed through the Taliri. Heads turned. Alarm bristled among them, whispers and muttering like distant thunder.

Then Kellehn rounded the corner and saw her. “Snowdenaelikk! Where are you—who is that with you?”

Snow smiled. “These are my friends, yeah? Aneki, Fridis, this is Kellehn. And those are the citizens of Cardik.”

There were shadows leaking out of the doorways. Men and women separated themselves from the darkness and lined up in the streets. Their anger hung in the air, tainted and sour on the back of Snow’s tongue.

One of the Talir shouted, noticing. The alarm spread, the same word repeated. She supposed it meant ghost. Or maybe we’re fucked.

Kellehn whipped around. “You said—”

“That I can protect you from the dead. Didn’t say I would.”

He spat something at her in Taliri. Guess it meant traitor, liar, from the tone and the look on his face. Then he rushed at her, ripping his blade out of its sheath. Fast, yeah, he was that, but she was expecting him.

She sidestepped. Drew her seax and sliced a line across his body as he rushed past. Nothing lethal, no. Shallow. Messy. Painful. Kellehn swore and skipped a step. Caught balance and came around, blade raised for another strike.

Snow shook the blood off her seax. “Aneki. Got a present for you.”

But it was Fridis who shouldered Snow aside and walked straight into Kellehn’s sword. She pushed herself up the blade until she could put both hands on his shoulders. Then she smiled into his face.

He screamed at what he saw there.

A gust of perfume, of something thick and dark and sour. A flicker of color at the edge of her vision. Logi snarled and pressed hard against her knee. She turned to face Aneki, kept the seax between them. Fuck and damn, don’t look too closely—at teeth not quite square anymore, and eyes filled with blood. Watch the hands. The claws.

Aneki’s thick voice, like honey and rope: “You kept your word, Snow. We’ll keep ours. But don’t linger out here, yeah? It’s not safe.”

* * *

Veiko was still in the ghost roads when Snow got back to Still Waters. It was just his body in residence, stretched on the pallet. She checked his breathing. Touched the pulse at his throat. Traced the topography of his face. Hot, dear Laughing God. You could fry a flatcake on the man. But when he came back, he’d be all chill and shivers.

She had practice with this. Had sat vigil like this for him before, in this room, with him on that very damn pallet. Last winter, while he learned the trick of crossing into the otherworld. When it had been her poisons that sent his spirit over.

Damn near killing you, yeah? That’s what I’m doing.

She had worried, every time, that she might send him too far. He hadn’t worried. He’d said she could call him back, that she had that power.

Well. Trust the man to know his own limits now, since he’d learned the trick of crossing without her help. She busied herself in the meantime. Stoked the firedog. Filled a pitcher from the pump in the kitchen. Rinsed a cup and set it beside the pitcher in the center of the table, just so.

And then she waited. Sat on the bench beside the table and smoked her way through the pouch of jenja. She rolled a stick first. Touched it to the coals in the firedog if she was feeling mundane; called a flame up if she felt like testing her conjuring. She alternated. And slowly, the room collected a haze of jenja smoke like fog off the godsrotted river, until even Logi lifted his head and oofed a protest.

So, then it was open the shutters, never mind the storm, never mind the avatar howling out there like a cat in a trap, trust Sian was fully occupied right now, and not looking for stray lights in windows. Snow hadn’t known a dragon could make that noise, like Briel’s hiss and keen melted together and spun out. And then there were the wingbeats, a separate roar under the thunder, and lightning knifing the sky to show where the damned creature was. She felt the backwash of its panic-sending, meant to flush out all prey; felt its rage, too, in the ozone shiver of lightning and the sudden, gut-rattling thunder.

She leaned against the wall and waited, blowing smoke out the shutters. She had her own defenses. She conjured look away on the window, on the building, wrapped Still Waters in haze and dust and disinterest. And she waited, while the storm-blue afternoon crawled into steel twilight. The avatar gave up her tantrum eventually. Beat south and east, toward the forest, dragging the storm behind her.

Toward Illharek, of course, which was days away, even if the avatar flew without stopping. There was no point in fretting over it. Dekklis was as warned as she could be already. And if Veiko hadn’t come back by midnight, then Dekklis would have to handle the dragon herself. Snow wouldn’t get there before the avatar without his help and the ghost roads.

Without Veiko, hell, she wouldn’t even try. Illharek could burn to ash for all she cared.

The rain sputtered to a drizzle. The storm sulked away, muttering to itself. A wet breeze licked through the room, and the air smelled like hot iron now instead of smoke. Even Logi stopped pacing—he hated the storms, growled and muttered and walked the perimeter throughout—and settled under the table.

Snow went and sat on the hearth. Pulled her knees up and curved her back toward the firedog. Set her seax on the table, easy reach, and lit one of her last three sticks of jenja. Listened to Logi licking his paws and to Veiko’s breathing—a little faster now, as if he were running. She watched the sweat bead on his forehead. Watched the pulse beat in his throat. Did not pray, no, not even the tiniest wish.

His eyes opened. Sharp inbreath, sharper exhale. His eyes rolled left. Right. He pushed himself up to sitting. Braced both arms on the pallet and looked around the room, feral and foreign and not entirely himself. He stiffened when he saw her. His eyes narrowed.

“Veiko.” Softly, gently, as if to a wild thing: “Veiko Nyrikki. Come back.”

He frowned. Looked down at his hands. Curled the fingers, one after the other. Forgot to breathe and then remembered, sudden hitch and gasp. One steady, then two, then,

“Yes,” like dust. He winced.

She brought the water to him. Held it while he negotiated with his hands for control. She helped him take the first sip, the second. Let him try for himself on the third. A little water escaped when his hands shook. But not much.

He drank, and she sat beside him. Patient, quiet, while the jenja burned itself out on the table.

And finally, when the cup was empty, when his hands were obedient and still in his lap, she asked, “I know what you’ll say, but—you all right?”

“Yes.” His eyes drifted. “Taru tried to kill me. A test, she said. One that a noidghe must pass.”

“She—fuck and damn. I reckon you passed, then?”

“Yes.”

She counted five. Ten. Two dozen. Veiko didn’t elaborate. Veiko didn’t do much at all except stare at the bottom of the cup like it was talking to him. He was noidghe. Maybe it was.

She cleared her throat. “You were gone a long time. I was beginning to wonder if I needed to call you back. But you were still breathing, so I didn’t.”

Now he looked at her. His witchfire eyes sharpened as he spoke, as if the words tied him more tightly to his flesh. “I found a wurm. You were right. To kill it, you must put sharp metal into the soft parts. But first, you must sing past its fear-sending. And then you must get it out of the sky.”

Snow glanced at the window. “If I wanted Briel down, I’d use wind. Maybe lightning. But the avatar owns the storm.”

“No wind,” said Veiko. “Stillness. A wurm cannot fly in dead air.”

Snow considered. Made sense, yeah, Briel relied on gliding, if the air was still, and on leaping from perch to perch. A dragon was too big to use that trick. Get it on the ground, legion troops might have a chance against it.

“Conjuring can do something about the wind. Maybe not mine, but there’s an Academy full of adepts. We just need to get there, yeah? Quick.”

Veiko seemed to remember, then, where she’d been. He stiffened. Turned a narrow stare on her, sharp as any axe. “What happened?”

“I’m fine.” She hung a crooked smile on her lips. “Logi’s fine too.”

“I was not worried for him. He is sensible.”

“Right. Thanks. Maybe Logi will get you more water, yeah?”

“Tell me.”

She threaded her fingers together and studied her knuckles. “Kellehn said—and maybe it’s toadshit—that he told the truth, that Tal’Shik’s worship is a matter of force, rather than choice, among some of the Taliri. When Ehkla died, some of his tribe tried to defect. The avatar—Sian—got them back. He said he was hoping we’d kill the avatar, but really—Tal’Shik wants you. So, if the avatar killed us, then he thought he might make a new bargain.”

“Mm.” Veiko shifted his grip to the cup. Gripped his knuckles white. “And Kellehn is dead now?”

“Last I saw, Fridis was at him. I’m guessing she finished the job. And the avatar’s gone.” Snow jerked her chin at the shutters. “She flew off southeast, toward Illharek. I thought, when you took so long—maybe Tal’Shik had gone after you.”

He put the cup aside. Touched the back of her hand. Traced the bones as if she were feather and glass. “The wurm tried to, as you say, get me. But it was only a wurm, not Tal’Shik, and it failed. And once I bested it, it told me what I wanted to know.” His eyes glinted, one part amusement and two parts bitter steel. “Taru was my guide to its lair. I thought then that she was sorry for testing me. That she wanted to make amends for it. I am a fool, Snowdenaelikk. Taru was not sorry for testing me. She sang songs of hiding, and she taught them to me, so that we could approach the wurm undetected. I think she was hiding me from Tal’Shik.”

“Then I forgive Taru for trying to kill you at all. Wait,” as he began to pull his legs under him. “The hell do you think you’re going?”

He stared at her hand in the middle of his chest. Leaned against it and frowned when it did not move. “I forget your strength.”

“You forget your toadfucked wits, yeah? You think we’re going to chase down that flying snake right now? Illharek’s days away, even if the dragon can fly without stopping, which I reckon she can’t. I’m also betting she’s going to collect the rest of her people. That’s a lot of forest she’s got to cover. And we could get lucky. Maybe she’ll go back north and leave us the hell alone.”

“She will not.”

“Oh, fine. But you’re in no condition to go marching to Illharek right now.”

“One does not march on the ghost roads.”

“One does not open the ghost roads when one can’t stand up, either. Morning’s soon enough.”

Long stare, metal-cool. “Morning is many hours away.”

“Well. Then we’ll have to find something to do.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

It would be close to dawn by now, Above. That time between moonset and the first pinking in the east. Dekklis had no idea what the moon phase was. Waning crescent, maybe. She pictured that sinking down through the stars. Imagined the cool air and the first round of day birds, celebrating the night’s survival.

“First Legate?”

Down here, Below, it was all witchfire and torchlight. It was firedog against the permanent stone chill, and still she was never warm. No insects. No birds. Only the godsrotted svartjagr trading howls over the Arch. Legion maneuvers outside, some mule-voiced optio shouting commands. Enough to make her miss the howling of wolves.

Dekklis winced. Rubbed her temples. Felt like broken glass in her skull. Constant grind that turned stabbing sometimes. That could be Briel’s disapproval, if she’d overheard Dek’s assessment of svartjagr. More likely, it was plain fatigue. She had slept only in snatches since Rurik’s death. Two full days, by however one reckoned the time. Two risings and settings of the sun. Two thirty-mark candles burned to stubs in their holders.

Two days of messages running through the Tiers among the Reform-minded Houses, K’Hess and K’Hari leading that particular political charge, while Dekklis quietly went through her garrison roster, glad that conservative Houses tended to keep their daughters in politics and not send them to the legions. Stratka, the exception, had another in the First of some rank, but she had lately come down with

bad fish

some sort of malady, along with her closest (and most dangerous) associates. She might recover, the chirurgeons said, but those chirurgeons took orders from Belaery and would say what she wanted.

Oh, foremothers. Snow would laugh so very hard.

“First Legate?”

This wasn’t Pyatta’s voice. This was—Dek squinted at the doorway. This was one of the troopers from the Sixth. A woman Ville had recommended for promotion to be his second, Ville having jumped ranks of a sudden, acquiring a commission and becoming First Spear in a day. A scandal, that, and not the first Dek meant to cause, nor the biggest. This woman—what was her name?—was another. Northerner, lowborn, newly promoted.

Dekklis tried to look interested. “Optio. You wanted to see me?”

“Yes, First Legate.” The woman saluted. “Optio Salis, reporting as ordered.”

Salis. So, that was her name. Dekklis still couldn’t summon any personal memories. She tipped her head sideways. Looked at the newcomer through half-lidded eyes. A veteran, obviously. Scarred hands. Scarred face. Ville had called her competent and fearless. Dekklis believed that. The woman didn’t look smart enough for cowardice.

“Thank you, Optio.”

Salis blinked. “First Tribune Neela said you’d have something for me? Some kind of orders,” in a rush, when Dekklis frowned. “Not for me, but for her.”

Ah. Yes. Dekklis pushed through the scrolls on the desk. Motherless waste, to write orders on parchment. Most of the time, it was wax tablets. But these were official orders, and so there was parchment and Academy-made, official Illhari ink, the kind that wouldn’t fade. A list of names, a list of Houses.

If Ville’s promotion was a scandal, then the contents of this scroll were a declaration of war, and not half as quiet as the one Snow had wanted to wage. Dekklis flattened the scroll on the desk. Read the names one last time.

Toer. Stratka. Vesh. V’Lak.

And others, dear foremothers. This list comprised a third of the Senate. A swath of the old Houses. And this would be only the first round of arrests. Two days compiling this list, two days in meetings with loyal Senators and second daughters and proconsuls. Two days with Istel hovering close, in case one of the summoned women turned godsworn. And now those meetings were over. Now the list was assembled, and Istel had said he would take himself off for a rest.

Istel had lied. Briel sent a different story: of Istel on the Riverwalk, heading for the Abattoir, and then a tangle of shadow that Briel couldn’t see through. So, Dekklis supposed that Istel was about the God’s business now. Keeping order, on her command, making certain no riots began in the Suburba—if Istel took her commands anymore. Hell if she knew, heartbeat to heartbeat, if the God or Istel was stronger.

Optio Salis was still waiting. She was more patient than Pyatta. Probably convinced her First Legate was a scatter-wit.

“I served with K’Hess Kenjak,” Salis ventured suddenly. “And I knew Teslin and Barkett. I just want to say—I’m proud to serve you, too, First Legate.”

“Thank you.” Dekklis snapped the scroll shut. Leaned across the desk and winced as her hips reminded her just how long she’d been sitting there. Hell and damn, all she could do to hold herself straight, while Salis came and took the scroll and bowed and left again.

Then she let herself slump, and cast a wistful eye at the pot on the firedog. Tea hadn’t done any good since her last meal—supper, she thought, maybe—and she’d had half a dozen pots since.

She made herself get up, fill the kettle, and set it on the firedog to boil. Made herself go to the window and lean on the ledge. The First Legate had a fine view from her window. Rank, privilege, all of that. A fine vista of practice yards and barracks and the garrison gates. And over those, the Tiers. The Houses. The Academy and the Arch and, if she stretched and strained, even the motherless Suburba. It was Illharek out her window. That which she was oathbound to defend. And here she’d set allied heretics loose in the Suburba to combat the enemy heretics loose in the Tiers. Poor Illharek, rotting from the inside, godsworn at war again. As if the Purge had never even happened.

They would name her dictator tomorrow in the Senate. Senator K’Hess would propose it; Senator K’Hari would second it. Then there would be a vote, and the proposal would pass. K’Hess and K’Hari were sure of the votes. The godsworn faction was still a minority, and the smaller Houses, most of whom had risen to power after the Purge, were already nervous. Fear led to paralysis much of the time; Dek hoped, and K’Hess and K’Hari insisted, that the fear would lead to votes in their favor.

It wouldn’t be pretty, that vote. But there would not be a repeat of the spring’s violence, and no repeat offer of amnesty. She would have adepts on the plaza, and Praefecta K’Hari Dannike with half an Illhari cohort to keep the peace.

To make arrests.

Because her first act as Dictator Szanys would be to initiate a set of proscriptions. By then, First Tribune Neela would have her people in place in the Tiers. By then, the Academy would have their cells prepared for any surviving godsworn. The first Purge had been a matter of careful conspiracy, planning, strategy on the front end. So would this one be.

And after. Dekklis rifled through the stacks of old scrolls. Court records from the first Purge. Sentences. Depositions and confessions. And a great many orders of execution which were important, Belaery said, because disposing of godsworn

is a tricky thing, First Legate. One must take special care

required special, temporary legislation. The sort only a Dictator could approve. They had to get the wording just right.

Here were a dozen such writs, awaiting only the Dictator’s seal. A perfect match to the names Salis had just taken away on that list. And there would be more names, oh yes, after tomorrow. The scribes would be busy.

And the executioners.

Hollow bang, like an axe on the block—except no. Dekklis shook her head and blinked raw eyelids. No bang. No executioners or axes. Just steam and a howling kettle. She’d dozed off on the motherless wall, standing up. Hell and damn, she hadn’t done that since Rurik had sent the scouts out on long-range recon two winters before.

The grief hit fast and hard, like a javelin, punched from gut to spine and pinned her breathless. She doubled over the ledge. Wished, not for the first time, that she knew Veiko’s tricks to summon the dead.

And heard, distinctly, the clink of crockery behind her.

She dragged her face to neutral. Turned and saw Belaery taking charge of the tea. So there had been a bang, then. The motherless door.

“Did I tell you to come in?”

“No. But I heard the kettle. Thought I better check why no one had seen to it. Now I know.”

Dekklis leaned against the ledge. Borrowed the stone’s steadiness. “I was thinking.”

“Toadshit. You haven’t slept since Rurik died, have you?”

“A little bit.”

“Not enough.”

“There isn’t time.”

“Make some. Even bribes won’t work if the proposed dictator falls asleep during the vote.”

“I did not bribe anyone.”

“Mm. No criticism, yeah? It’s politics. Bribes are traditional.” Belaery frowned at the short row of cups on the table. “There are bondies, you know. Or new recruits. I’m told they wash dishes. At the least, I think they’d bring the First Legate a clean cup if she asked.”

“Do you have a reason to be here?”

Belaery snorted. Poured tea into the biggest mug and brought it over. “You’re welcome. Surly creature.”

Dekklis dipped her face into the steam. “What’d you put in there?”

Belaery’s brows arched. “I didn’t poison you.”

“Not what I asked.”

“Just drink it. You want to stay upright, you swallow. Troopers use it all the time.”

“Worse than Snow, you know that? Bossy.” But Dekklis did as she was told. One sip, two, rolled around in her mouth. Honey, mostly, thick and distracting, coating something sharp and herbal. Rasi. Hell and damn. That was technically illegal. It was also, as Bel said, common practice. The cartels—her new allies, hell and damn—lived on the trade.

Belaery snorted. “Save your insults, Szanys Dekklis, and your compliments. I bring good news.”

“The Taliri have all gone back east? All the godsworn have turned into kittens?”

“I believe,” said Belaery, “that I may know who Tal’Shik is. Or what.”

A god. A powerful spirit. A motherless toadshit, in Dek’s estimation, and soon to be—whatever passed for dead to something that wasn’t technically alive. She said none of those things. The tea was working. Her wits were coming back, one swallow at a time.

“Go on.”

“I got lucky. I was curious about the tunnel from Cardik, so I went looking for records.” Bel clicked her tongue against her teeth. “The project was originally financed by a joint venture of two Houses right after Cardik fell to the Republic. This was long before the Purge, mind you. This was when we were still at war with the Alviri—”

“And we were all worshipping Tal’Shik.”

“Yes. Anyway, these Houses: both were avid expansionists, both traded heavily in horses and northern exports. One of the Houses, S’Hikk, died in the civil violence leading up to the Purge. All the sisters and girl children were killed in one of those old-style bloodfeuds with a rival House. The surviving sons were twins, and both contracted to the same daughter of T’Hess. They died, along with that daughter and everyone else, when T’Hess fell during the Purge itself.”

“But a boy survived. Some half-blood get of the brothers on a bondie woman.”

“You’ve heard far too many tavern tales. Drink your tea and listen. I cross-referenced S’Hikk and T’Hess, looking for those very connections—allies, offspring—that you suspected. What I found was a footnote in the Annals about the origins of this.” She tugged her robe off her shoulder, baring the Illhari citizenship’s glyph. “The highborn Houses always used family sigils. You married into a family, or you were adopted, you got the House mark. But this practice, this tattooing of every Illhari citizen with this particular sigil, didn’t start until the Dvergiri as a people started worshipping Tal’Shik. T’Hess and S’Hikk came up with the idea, and the design, and they proposed it to the Senate. But that’s not the interesting part—”

“Oh, good. There is an interesting part. I was worried.”

“Dekklis, listen.” Belaery’s eyes widened, indignant. “Did you ever think about why it’s this shape? Why the symbol for Illharek looks like this?”

Dekklis put the cup down, mouth gone sour, and it wasn’t the rasi’s fault. “No.”

“Look.” Belaery shoved a pile of scrolls aside, cleared a patch of desk. She dipped the tip of her finger into the inkwell and began to trace out a familiar, forbidden glyph on the wood.

“Stop that!” Dekklis caught her wrist. “I know what Tal’Shik’s symbol looks like. You don’t need to draw it. You shouldn’t, anyway. There’s power in making the mark.”

“Snowdenaelikk told you that, didn’t she?” Belaery smiled tightly. “She’s right. But look. Please? Let me go, First Legate. Trust me.”

Dek considered how many disasters had started with those two words, and whether she was about to start another one. But then—Tal’Shik’s symbol had been drawn a thousand times already, hadn’t it, without Tal’Shik actually showing up. It was

superstition

to be so afraid of a motherless symbol.

She let go of Bel’s wrist. “Go on.”

“Thank you.” Belaery finished drawing the glyph, almost and not quite. There was a gap at the place where it should’ve joined, the width of Bel’s fingertip. “I listened to Snow too,” Bel murmured. “Don’t need to finish it to make my point. Now watch. If you rub out this part and replace it like so...” She blotted the ink with the cuff of her robe and redrew it, with an extra loop and symmetrical, right-angled extensions on each side and—

Dekklis blinked. “That’s the symbol for Illharek.”

“Yes. And the part I added, the part that makes it Illharek’s mark—that’s a glyph that means, essentially, bound by blood. It was used in formal adoptions. Which means that citizen’s ink—that all Illhari have, Dek—marks us as belonging to Tal’Shik. She’s our collective foremother and we’re her, her descendents. Illharek is her House.”

There were questions to ask—how and the hell does that even mean, which would lead to another Academy lecture, lead to more references to obscure authors and texts that ten people in the whole Republic could read. Dekklis wished, for the last time, for Snowdenaelikk, who would answer, without prompting, the most important concern.

“Does this knowledge help us to defeat her?”

“Well,” Bel began.

Then came a sudden rattling of wings at the window, sudden slam of ice and brick behind Dek’s eyes. Briel landed on the ledge with a hiss and a scraping of claws. Squawked when she saw Belaery and hissed again.

“Damn that animal.” Belaery glared at Briel. “I could ward the room—”

“Quiet,” said Dekklis as the svartjagr’s sending crashed through her skull. A jangle of image and sound and impression, Snowdenaelikk and Veiko and swirling cold.

The chamber door slammed open, carried by fog and icy wind. Veiko caught the backswing on a forearm, half a step ahead of Snowdenaelikk and Logi. The hall behind them was—oh, hell. There was no hall. Only the ghost roads, fog and mist and memory seizing in Dek’s gut. No need to ask how they’d got here, why the guards and Optio Pyatta had let them through the garrison gate at all.

“Dek,” Snow said. “Bel.” She walked past them both and collected Briel from the ledge. Looked like hell, didn’t she. Greasy hair and a smell that reminded Dekklis of a hundred field maneuvers. Sweat. Cooking. Dust. Jenja and dog. Snow probably didn’t even notice. A nose got used to its body.

Veiko looked even worse. On his fair northern skin, the dirt showed. Collected in the creases like fine lines. But no blood on their clothing. That was something.

Dekklis edged upwind. “The hell?”

“Happened? Or are we doing here?” Snow rubbed Briel’s chin. Looked across at Veiko, who had come just far enough into the room that the door had swung shut. He had his head cocked toward it, a hand on his axe.

“Someone comes.”

“Of course someone comes. Let me tell them not to kill you, yeah?” Dekklis pushed the mug into Belaery’s hands and shouldered past her. Moved more carefully past Veiko. You forgot how tall he was. Forgot the size of that motherless dog, too.

She opened the door, dismissed the startled guard, closed it again. Simple enough. Turned back to a roomful to a prickly silence and bared teeth. Belaery’s whole being tilted toward Veiko, eyes bright as a child’s.

“This is the skr—Veiko Nyrikki. The noidghe,” as if the word tasted sweet, and she had to suck all the flavor from it.

Snow grimaced. “My partner, yeah.”

Veiko stared down at her. “And you are a tower witch.”

“A tower wi—” Belaery blinked. Arrowed a glance at Snow. “What tales have you been telling?”

“I haven’t. Veiko doesn’t approve of conjurors.”

Dekklis knotted off a smirk. Watched Belaery reckon the size of Veiko, the nearness. The axe and the big red-furred dog. The power he wielded that could open a passage from Cardik to the First Legate’s office in the Illhari garrison easy as Belaery might light a candle.

“Well. I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Fuck and damn, Bel, spare the effort. Spirits are his allies. We’re thieves, yeah? We conjurors. We steal power from spirits, we kill them, they hate us. That makes us worse than heretics to him. You’re lucky all he’s calling you is witch. —And good morning, First Legate, Senator Szanys. Which do you prefer?”

“Don’t use my titles. They sound like insults, coming from you. Do I want to know how you found me in all of Illharek?”

“Briel, of course.” Snowdenaelikk wandered over to the firedog. Peered into the teapot and frowned and poked a long finger into it. “Rasi? Dek. You surprise me.”

That was disapproval from Snowdenaelikk. Dekklis waved that irony aside, focused on: “What happened in Cardik? Avatar get away from you? Or did you manage to kill her?”

“No. She’s left Cardik as of last night. We guess she’s coming south, finally. We killed some of her people, which was really Kellehn and his Taliri. Well. We didn’t kill them. The angry dead did. They were playing both sides, yeah? The Taliri, not the dead. So, that’s good news. The bad news is that the avatar’s coming this way, and that she’s collecting her army, which Kellehn said is scattered all through the forests. That might take some time. Rurik was right. There’s infighting. But they’ll unite behind the dragon.”

Dekklis looked at Veiko. “Well. That’s convenient. Belaery was just telling me how we’re going to kill Tal’Shik.”

“No. I wasn’t—Snow, listen.” And Bel explained again what she’d told Dekklis, only with more polysyllables and dead scholars’ names and no drawn demonstrations. Something about blood, and binding, and adopted foremothers and the transfer of—oh, hell. Dekklis sipped her tea and watched Snow.

Who listened, lips flat, eyes flatter, while Belaery talked. Who glanced once at the desk top and the glyph. Whose hand crept up to rub at her shoulder, where she’d have her own citizen’s mark. Her fingers clenched there, hard enough that black knuckles turned grey.

But when Belaery finished, Snow said only, “Toadshit.” And as Belaery sucked in a breath to start arguing, “You’re talking pre-Purge, pre-Reform highborn godsworn, yeah? Except Illharek was all Dvergiri then, except for the bondies. They wouldn’t’ve wanted, or allowed, or even thought about anyone who wasn’t Dvergiri, or imagined all the half-bloods we’ve got now, or the toadbellies who’ve taken the mark. I reckon that original ritual didn’t include men, or at least those who weren’t highborn, because the Laughing God’s never had trouble gathering up his own. So, Tal’Shik doesn’t get all the Illhari, Bel. She doesn’t even get all the Dvergiri.”

Belaery stiffened. Tried to stare down her nose at Snow, which failed utterly against Snow’s greater height. “I am reporting what I found in the Annals.”

“That’s fine. I’m telling you the Annals are wrong. There’s a river full of Dvergiri dead, which I have seen, who clearly did not join Tal’Shik after death. K’Hess Kenjak, for instance. He didn’t go to her. Highborn and male, seems to prove my point.”

“Or he’s an exception—”

Foremothers rot them both. Like wet cats in a bag. “Argue obscure academic toadshit on your own time. What I need—”

Snow rounded on her and grinned. “Is a way to kill Tal’Shik. I have an idea, but I need adepts. And we need Tal’Shik’s godsworn alive,” she added, looking at Dekklis. “I presume you know where they all live?”

“We do, as it happens. Istel’s very resourceful.” Suddenly, there were angry fingers in Dek’s chest, her belly, stirring and clenching. “Of course, I expect that from an avatar of the Laughing God.”

“Yeah.” Snow had the grace to look sorry. “I couldn’t tell you.”

“I bet you couldn’t. Listen, Snow. No. Shut up. You need to hear how things stand in Illharek. House Toer tried to kill me. And K’Hess Rurik’s dead.”

Snow blinked. “Oh hell. I’m sorry.”

Dekklis slapped the sympathy aside. “That tunnel from Cardik, we found it. We got caught between a Taliri raid and a bunch of bondies and a motherless godsworn. She was a very junior third daughter’s third daughter from Vesh. She’s very dead, but we still have a recognizable body. We’ve sat on that news, but we’re going to use it. Tomorrow, in the Senate. Unveil the corpse, make the accusations. Senator K’Hess will propose naming a dictator. K’Hari will second that.”

“You.” Snow stared. “They’re going to name you.”

“Yes. And then I’m going to take your advice. We’re hunting the godsworn down. The arrest orders went out just before you arrived. After the vote, we’ll move on them. In the Tiers, on the Senate floor itself.”

Snow traded stares with Veiko. “Dek. This is a bad idea.”

“Hell. It’s your idea.”

“No. I wanted murder in the dark. Now it’s too late for that. There’s an avatar coming, yeah? It’s godsworn and god and dragon. If we want to kill the last part, we need to take out the first two, and what you just said, Bel, about the tattoos, makes me think my idea will work. But we need Tal’Shik’s Illhari godsworn.”

Dekklis held up her hand. “So, wait. Am I hearing this? There’s a dragon coming, so you want me to what, ignore the godsworn in the Senate? Or embrace their toadshit? Or use it? No. Shut it, Snow, and listen to me. Illharek will live or die on its conjurors and its legions. No godsworn. Not now, not ever again.”

Dead silence when she finished. Even the firedog left off snapping its coals.

Then Snow began to clap. Slow, like drumbeats, between words. “Oh, well said, First Legate. Very brave. Very fucking stupid. Let me explain avatar to you, yeah? It’s part of Tal’Shik. A piece of her. But if Bel’s right, that ritual means Tal’Shik’s part of Illharek. That’s an advantage for our godsworn. We know more. We’re better at it, even if we’re out of practice. So, our godsworn fight Taliri godsworn, and then we”—Snow flicked a look at Belaery—“conjurors can kill Tal’Shik the way conjurors always kill spirits. And then we mop up the godsworn after.”

“I said no.” Dekklis slammed her fist on the desk. “No more deals with Tal’Shik. No more tolerance for her godsworn. Final word on it, Snow. You find another way.”

“Rot you, Dek, there is no other—”

“Snow.” Veiko laid a hand on her shoulder. “Stop. Listen. Adept. Dekklis.” He jumped his eyes between them. “There is a way. I am noidghe. I can kill Tal’Shik, in the ghost roads.”

“No.” Snow’s voice was brittle. “You are one man and she will kill you and we fucking discussed this. You fight the dragon on this side, with your axe and with the legions, and you leave the spirit part to the adepts.”

“As you have told me,” he said gently, “killing is simple. Put the sharp edge into the soft parts. The soldiers can do that if I can draw Tal’Shik’s attention from the avatar.”

Snow rounded on him. “By being the bait? She’ll kill you.”

“Or I kill her.”

“It’s the same fucking end! You’re gone, and—” She turned away, walked away, until the firedog stopped her.

That was proof of miracles in itself: Snow rendered speechless. But foremothers, that was not all. The drag of Veiko’s gaze on her, the way her whole body bent toward him, for all she’d turned her back.

That was a new development. Something had happened up north besides avatars and angry dead.

The anger bled out of Dekklis. “We’ve got the God, too. Istel and his godsworn and—you. Whatever you are. His right hand.”

“Oh, so some godsworn are all right to fight for Illharek, then?” Snow’s lip curled. “Well, don’t rely on the God. No way he’ll run at Tal’Shik, Szanys. He never has. She’d kill him, and he knows it, and he’s not good at self-sacrifice.”

“So, we coordinate the attack, ghost roads and here. Veiko on that side, the best of the Sixth on this one.”

“Won’t matter. Tell you. The bestiary doesn’t do justice to dragons. The legion will scatter like sheep, without Veiko’s help. You send him into the ghost roads, this ends one fucking way for all of us.”

Dekklis heard the defeat in Snow’s voice. Added this new grief to the ones she already carried, the ones named Rurik and Cardik and Barkett and Teslin, and held fast to the last of her truths. Honor. Oaths. No sacrifice too great for Illharek.

Tell yourself that, highborn.

But she didn’t say all right, we’ll spare the godsworn. Let that moment pass and turn to ashes in her mouth, while Veiko watched Snow, and Belaery watched Veiko, and Briel hissed at everyone.

Snow lifted her chin. Her gaze. Stabbed at Veiko with both. “You’re not the only noidghe.”

Dekklis watched as Veiko drew upright. Watched him swallow a protest. Then, quietly, grimly, “No. I am not. But you are not trained.”

“You weren’t either, when you hurt her. And I learn fast. And I can do something you can’t. I can conjure. —Bel. We’ll need the Academy’s help for this. We need some adepts.”

“The Academy stands in full support of the First Legate.” Bel’s eyes gleamed. “You have anyone particular in mind?”

“I do. Caerik. Tethni. Sashki, if she hasn’t set herself on fire.”

“She has, as happens. But she healed, and she says she knows better. Caerik’s no good. Got himself an alliance with Jez. Yeah. That Jez. She’d as soon see the whole city burn as help a half-blood, and he’s cock-swallowed enough to go along. But Kalle’s a better choice. You don’t know him, but.” She shrugged. “He’s got talent.”

“Highborn?”

“No. Half-blood.”

“Even better.” That was the old Snowdenaelikk, the one who did not love authority, or soldiers, or Illharek. She turned a smirk on Dekklis. “Just tell me. What will you do with Istel and me when this is over? Because hell if I’m going to help you now, only to have you arrest us on the corpse of that dragon.”

“I don’t know. The God’s never tried to control Illharek. Maybe we can work a compromise. A truce. Maybe I just grant you amnesty. Maybe I pretend I don’t know what you are. One thing I won’t do is arrest you. My word on that.”

“Huh.” Snow squinted at the window, as if against bright light. As if seeing all the way to Cardik, or into spirit, or nowhere at all. Her right hand clenched into cord and bone and skin stretched grey. “All right. Lot of things you are, Dek, but liar’s not one of them.”

“I thought one of them was friend.”

And oh, that earned a dagger-glare. And a wince. “Never been friends with a dictator before. You survive tomorrow’s vote, Dek, and we’ll see how that goes.”


PART THREE


CHAPTER TWENTY

Tomorrow came and went, and the day after, and another four after that.

Now, fifth day, and the candle had burned past the last mark. Guttering in its holder now, about to go out, beside its fat, pristine successor. There were bondies whose sole job it was to light the next day’s mark-candle. The Dictator of Illharek had an optio for that job. One more task on Pyatta’s ever-growing list of them, except tonight the Dictator had sent Pyatta to quarters. The Dictator could light her own mark-candle, if she was going to stay up this late, waiting for her allies to come back and tell her the fine details of how they planned to save Illharek. Naming her Dictator and the proscriptions and arrests were only the first steps.

The vote, when Senator K’Hess called it and Senator K’Hari seconded, had been not as close as Dekklis had feared. She had expected blood in the gutters, fire, a repeat of Cardik’s riots at the least. But the revelation of K’Hess Rurik’s death, of Taliri raiders actually inside Illharek, of Vesh’s involvement in both had proved compelling. And the bodies, admit it, the bodies had done much the persuasion: a young woman with Tal’Shik’s godmark on her palm, with a sword-wound in her gut, and Rurik, the man who’d made that wound, burned by that young woman’s godmagic. Senator K’Hess had known, had suggested they use Rurik’s body, and still—her howl when she saw her third son had not been performance. Her fury, when she made her speech—about how worship of Tal’Shik was the past and must remain so, see what had been done, legion troops attacked in the street, Taliri raiding the city, and all because of a jealous god, Illharek would not return to those days, would not!—had been real. And then K’Hess had read out a list of the accused, from a scroll held in hands that shook.

With rage, Dek had thought; Dek’s own hands had been shaking with anticipation of violence. There had been a little of that. The Senators who stood unaccused leapt on the ones who were named. Senator K’Hari had gotten a nasty burn when she’d slammed into old matron Toer and deflected a godmagic bolt, but then three of K’Hari’s bench-neighbors had pounced, and Toer had gone down. That same pattern, repeated all around the Senate. No coordinated resistance, no cooperation. Not in the curia, where the accused Senators fought back singly, or tried to flee singly, and so got picked off and subdued, one by one.

And then Praefecta K’Hari had come through the curia doors with her troops, with a red-robed wall of adepts behind her, led by Uosuk Belaery.

Well planned, Istel had said to her, after. Well fought. You’re good at this, Dek.

But she’d thought she saw flames in his eyes when he said it.

That should have made her uneasy. Now she just ground her teeth into a grin. You took allies where you could find them, except and unless they were Tal’Shik’s Dvergiri godsworn; because Snow was wrong about that. They wouldn’t know the word ally if you branded it onto their hands, over the godmark that made them traitors to Illharek, real Illharek, Dekkli’s Illharek, and not Tal’Shik’s.

Tal’Shik’s Taliri, now: they were coming. The scouts had reported seeing the avatar over the road leading down from the north. Somewhere between one and three days out now, depending on speed. They had seen Taliri, too, on the roads this time. A horde, not an army: no neat rows, no marching discipline. Raiders en masse. No match for Illhari troops in a straight fight, but the dragon made up for any lack of numbers. Kellehn had said there were divisions there, too, which Snow had confirmed. But there were still a lot of them. Dekklis hated the waiting, but she dreaded a fight too soon. Illharek wasn’t ready. They could lose. The Illhari Republic could fall.

And if it did, she wouldn’t know it. She’d be dead on the field with the rest of the legion. Mud and blood and raw meat while the Taliri swarmed the city. And then the adepts would bring the whole of Illharek down into the Jaarvi, all the Tiers smashed straight down. The Taliri wouldn’t get to occupy Illharek. That was Dekklis’s order. See if the adepts followed that command at the end.

Except you won’t see if they do, Dek. Remember? You’ll be dead.

Unless the ritual worked, the one Belaery and Snow were creating behind the Academy walls. There were adepts involved. Dekklis knew that much. She just hadn’t had time—until now, tonight-turning-into-tomorrow, to ask for the details.

The mark-candle flickered. Dekklis took the fresh one. Had to use both hands; mark-candles were fat and heavy. She touched its wick to the dying flame. Almost too late, but not quite. The candle flared. She set it down beside its predecessor.

“I could’ve done that for you,” from the door. Belaery’s voice.

“The Dictator of Illharek can light her own candles.” Dekklis turned. Took in the adept in the doorway, conspicuously alone. “Where’s Snow?”

“Coming. Said she had to do something. Wouldn’t tell me what.” Belaery rolled her eyes. “My guess, she’s with Veiko. I understand you’ve given them a flat in the garrison.”

“Seems more efficient than making them trek back to the Suburba every day.” Truth was, Dek hadn’t expected Snow to take the offer. Had expected argument, suspicion, this is one step from arrest, yeah? But Snow had said thanks, with a thin-lipped smile, and now she and Veiko slept across the garrison courtyard, in a flat with a window Dekklis could see from her office. That window was dark now.

“Well. She shouldn’t be long, then.” Bel circled the table. “I see you ordered us supper. That’s kind.”

It was the Dictator’s privilege to get supper at any candlemark. This late, Dekklis had opted for simple stuff. Bread. Cheese. A decanter of something strong and red and sour-smelling. And the inevitable pot of tea.

“Reckoned you hadn’t had time to eat in your meeting.”

“Adept Tethni makes time to eat. She just rarely leaves much for the rest of us. Oh, foremothers. Is that a Riku vintage?” Belaery poured a little bit of wine into the cup. Swirled and sniffed. “It is. Their wines all have this particular berry scent.”

“Fuck and damn, Bel.” Snow came through the door like the hem of a cloak through mud. “Is there anything you don’t know something about?”

Belaery sniffed. “My mother’s a merchant.”

“And mine was an apothecary. Don’t hear me yapping on about this herb or that. But that berry smell—it’s crowberry. They grow around Riku.” Snow sidled around the table and the chairs and set herself beside the window.

Dekklis chuckled. “You’re not thinking to jump.”

“I might, if Bel doesn’t shut it about the wine.”

“Then join us. Sit down.”

Snow leaned against the stone. Crossed her arms. “Been sitting all day. And all yesterday. How many days since we got back?”

“Six.”

“Then I’ve been sitting most of six days.” Snow closed her eyes. Drew a deep breath. Blew it out. “You mind if I smoke in here? She”—and she arrowed an evil look at Belaery—“won’t let me, in the Archives.”

“No fire around the scrolls. You know that.”

“Table full of adepts can put out a toadfucking fire if I was idiot enough to drop sparks. Which I am not.” She was already digging at the pouch on her hip.

Typical, that Snow wouldn’t wait for permission. Dekklis thought of saying no, just to see the effect. Crossed stares with Belaery and bit down on a smile.

“The hell you grinning at?” Snow drew a lungful of smoke. Held it. Closed her eyes and sighed it out again. “Fuck and damn.”

“Addict,” Bel said primly. She sipped her wine. “I only see three chairs, Dekklis.”

“Because there are three of us.” Dek tore a chunk off the bread. “Veiko’s not coming.”

Belaery looked at Snow. “I thought that’s where you went. To get him.”

“Thought wrong, yeah? Needed my jenja.” Snow had her eyes still closed, lines of tension spidering out from the corners. “Veiko’s Above with the scouts and Istel.”

“Istel. Not the God?”

“The Laughing God’s not much help with dragon-killing and troop tactics. He’s been real curious what we talk about in our meetings, though.” Snow smirked at Belaery. “Don’t worry. I don’t tell him anything.”

“About that.” Dekklis poured herself some of the wine. Got it halfway to her nose before her stomach balked. She set it down untasted. Reached instead for the pot of tea.

Snow raised a brow. Twisted a sympathetic half-smile. “Wine’s better for sleeping. You look like you’re not sleeping much.”

“I’m worrying and running a republic. Don’t know what you’re doing nights.”

Flash of teeth, a grin that got all the way to her eyes. Then flat lips again. Flat eyes. “I’m learning to be a noidghe. Songs. Well. One song. Something to keep the spirits out of Bel’s ritual.”

“Something to keep the God out. A very specific spirit.” Belaery’s perfect topknot had lost a few strands. She tucked them behind her ears with careful fingers, as if she were afraid to snag her earrings. More likely she wanted everyone to see them. Remember who she was. “We don’t want him getting caught with the spell. Not deliberately or accidentally. We just don’t know quite how it’s going to work. We’ve never had a godsworn noidghe before. And no one’s done a ritual like this in—well. Ever, most likely.” A little smile. More than a little pride.

More than a little worry, too, in Belaery’s too-bright eyes. Dekklis’s gut did another wrap around itself. “Do I want to know how this works? This ritual.”

“You might. But I’m not sure you’d understand the—”

“Fuck and damn, Bel.” Snow bent her tall frame into the nearest chair with a wince. “Our dictator’s smart enough.” Half a beat, then she turned the smirk on Dekklis. “Can’t read Middle Dvergiri for toadshit, though.”

That got a laugh out of Dekklis. Rough on the edges, short and sharp, but still. She hadn’t been sure she could laugh any more.

Snow leaned onto her elbows. The jenja flared as she gestured. “Plan’s simple. Shut up, Bel, it is. The adepts are going to open the ghost roads and then hold them open so that there’s a rift between here and there. And while they’re holding the rift open, Bel’s adepts are going to aim conjuring straight at Tal’Shik. Not the dragon. The goddess. From our side into the ghost roads, like an arrow. Suck the power out of her, yeah?”

“More like a siphon,” said Belaery. “Or a drain.”

Dekklis ignored her. “Conjuring’s going to kill Tal’Shik. It’s that easy.”

“We hope so.” Snow leaned back. Flicked the jenja out the window and grinned at Dek’s scowl. “Come on. Some recruit’s got to find something to sweep out there.”

“Conjuring. Tal’Shik. Explain.”

“Conjuring is damaging to spirits,” Belaery said. “It’s taking without giving back in return. A noidghe bargains. A conjuror—”

“Steals.” Snow whipped a knife out of her belt. Stabbed a chunk of cheese off the board and held it up. “Noidghe bargain. They offer power for power. Godmagic’s a variation on that. Conjuring just takes, no asking.”

“You oversimplify, Snow, as ever.” Belaery sighed. “The point is that we’ll aim our conjuring at Tal’Shik specifically, and we think if we make contact with her from within the ghost roads, we will have greater effect, and ideally weaken her enough that she abandons the avatar.”

“That means the dragon will be just a dragon, with whatever’s left of some Talir heretic inside. Easier for Veiko and your scouts to chop up. All he has to do is sing”—Snow gestured with the dagger—“whatever he needs to help him kill it. Wurm-killing secrets. Noidghe stuff.”

The secret to dragon-killing was hacking it to bits, hopefully, with that motherless axe of his. Dekklis felt a twinge of envy. She’d rather be doing that than marching around on the field in full armor, offering a target for the Taliri.

Dekklis leaned back in her chair. The smell of cheese made her stomach roil. Not sleeping. Not eating, either.

Not good, Szanys.

“And what about you?”

“What about me?” Snow put her boot on the table edge, hell and damn. Daring Dekklis to snap about that. Hoping she would.

Which meant she didn’t want to answer the question. Dekklis put on her best bored face and waited.

“Snow,” Belaery said after a moment, as if the words had sharp edges, “is going to cross into the ghost roads physically, because she’s evidently a noidghe and that’s what they do. In order to hit Tal’Shik with our conjuring, she needs to be in position. Snow’s task is to get her there.”

“Got to be me in the ghost roads. I’m the only other noidghe, and you need Veiko out here.” Brass-bright tone. Too many teeth in the smile.

Dekklis was suddenly glad of her empty stomach. “How will you maneuver Tal’Shik, exactly?”

“Two parts to that. Ehkla was trying to sacrifice Veiko, first time they met. He’s got half that spell carved into his leg already. We know how to finish it. He’s tried it before, and Tal'Shik would've gotten him then, except I bound her to Ehkla.” Casually, waving her hand like she was describing a stroll on the Riverwalk and not the beginning of the fall of Cardik. “So this time, I do it. I make Tal’Shik think I’m him. She comes, Bel hits her, the rest of the adepts bring down the dragon on the hill so Veiko can chop her up, and it’s done.” Snow dropped her gaze and poked the table with the tip of her knife. “Veiko’s been on me to learn to be a noidghe. Now that he’s got his way, he’s sorry for it. I reckon he’s realized how bad I sing.”

Reckon it’s because you’re bait. Dek let that stay behind her teeth. Looked at Belaery, who tightened her fine jaw until Dek thought her teeth would crack. Clearly, this was an old argument, and just as clearly Belaery didn’t have any better ideas, or she’d’ve used them by now. That was clear from the scowl. Worry, too, which Dekklis didn’t see often on Bel’s face.

One thing she’d learned from Rurik

one thing, hell

was you didn’t second-guess your experts. Let them do their jobs.

Dekklis lifted her cup. Swirled the wine. Looked too much like blood in there. She looked past the rim, at the ceiling, and slammed the drink back.

Even if it killed them.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

At dawn, the clouds appeared as a quill-stroke of black across the northeastern sky. By midmorning, they had grown into stacks of charcoal and steel. By midday, when they had swallowed half the sky, the wind began. First in fits and gusts, then a steady howl. Smelled like winter, in the middle of summer. Violet lightning and thunder that sounded like screams.

The forest crawled with motion, but that was the Taliri, and they were Dekklis’s problem. The wurm was his.

Veiko watched from the hill to the west and south of Illharek’s mouth, concealed among jagged boulders and stubborn pines. Small shapes cut patterns across what remained of the blue sky: ravens, crows, svartjagr, the battle-beasts gathering for war. Briel was out there. Veiko bent his attention to her impressions. The troops, indistinct and uninteresting below her. The smoke-rot wind under her wings. The storm-tingle in the air, that said flying things would need to worry about lightning. But not the avatar. Lightning was her weapon, unless the adepts could disarm her with theirs.

Veiko’s eyes tracked to the Jokki. The river gleamed like molten metal. It had become a highway for barges, roped one to another into floating, mobile bridges for the troops to cross as needed. Beside it, the Riverwalk was a column of metal and leather, bristling with javelins and gleaming with steel. The valley looked like a field of legion crop ready for harvest. Neat collections of helmeted heads, each marked by a banner. The cohorts, Snow had explained. So the legion could figure out where it was during battle.

So the wurm knows where to strike, he had retorted.

Dark little smile. Well, yeah. She’ll go straight for Dekklis.

Whose banner was biggest, scarlet, blazed with Illharek’s seal, amid a sparkling field of armor. The wurm would not miss that banner.

Serve Dek right, yeah? See if she’s sorry she’s got no godsworn on Illharek’s side when that thing’s coming at her.

Veiko closed his eyes. Reached through Briel and found Snow on the far side. Calm and sunk into professional chill. Guarded and armored and steady and ready. He wished—what, that he could see her? Wish her luck? Foolish. He had done both this morning. They had traded

touch

incentives for the other to come back alive and had not, even once, breathed goodbye.

She would survive this. She would not engage Tal’Shik herself. She would cast the lure, that was all, and then the adepts and their witchery would take over.

Simple, Snow said, with that brittle unconcern that he hadn’t ever believed. I’ve got the easy part. You’re the one facing the dragon.

“Don’t worry about her, Veiko. Snow’ll be fine. You’ll see.” Istel appeared on Veiko’s left. Solidified out of the cracks in the rocks. A scout’s trick, or a God’s.

“Is that promise or prophecy?”

Istel grinned, crooked and quick. “First time we met, she damn near spat in Dek’s face. Damn near spat in mine, and I had a bow drawn on her. She’s got more luck than a cat.”

Cats were not lucky, in Veiko’s experience; Briel and Logi saw to that. But he could appreciate the sentiment; Istel, like everyone else in their acquaintance, seemed aware of how his partnership with Snow had changed. And Istel, like everyone else, seemed to think that warranted particular well-wishing and reassurance.

Maybe it did. The worry he felt for her now had a new edge to it. He was more aware of her body. Of the texture of her skin, the taste of it, the flex of hard muscle that was still so fragile against metal and godmagic.

At least the wurm would come against the legions first, and then against him. His eyes picked out the First Legate–Dictator’s banner again. She stood first between Illharek and the storm. One blood-bright spot against the towering wall of grey cloud and lightning, against which a slim silhouette spread like ink across the clouds.

Veiko’s chest fluttered. He pretended it did not, and checked his axe again, and his knives, so his hands had something to do. Put the sharp metal into soft places. A simple strategy. Simpler if his leg hadn’t begun to hurt again, as if the old wound had reopened. Knives and heat, knee to hip.

It was Tal’Shik’s way of reminding him that she had marked him. Well. He had marked her, too. He would do so again. Perhaps her eye and shoulder hurt. He hoped so.

“Oh, fuck me.” Istel stood up. “Going to kill her.”

“That is the intention.”

“Not the fucking dragon.” It was Istel’s turn to point. Except his finger stabbed downslope, toward the Riverwalk and the legion. At Dekklis coming up the hillside, wearing plain scout armor. Alone, which must have been difficult, with her constant company of attendants and guards. She was a better scout than he’d thought.

“Istel,” Dekklis said, only a little breathless from the climb. “Veiko. How long you reckon until the avatar gets here?”

“We have until the storm strikes,” Veiko said.

“Not much time, then. Good.” She turned and gazed over the valley, toward the north. “I’ve been waiting for this, worrying over it, and now I just want it done.”

“This was not the plan,” Istel said, with a furious calm that fooled no one. “You were supposed to be out there.”

“I know that.”

“On the fucking field, Dek. Leading your fucking troops.”

“So Per and Neela informed me. And Dannike, who tried to make it an order until she remembered I outrank her.”

“Is that a hint? Shut up, Istel, or I court-martial you?”

“Illharek’s got plenty of infantry. She doesn’t have that many scouts.”

“She has one dictator.”

“Who should lead by example. The dragon’s going to fall out of the sky and land up here, yeah? Unless Belaery and Snow and the rest of them mess it up.”

“Example. Right. You’re not doing this for the glory, then.”

Dekklis grimaced. “It’s about being where Illharek needs me. Dannike’s better trained in infantry maneuvers. She can handle the field. And she looks better in my armor, anyway.”

“That’s illegal.”

“I’m dictator. It’s not illegal unless I say it is. Besides. Way I understand it, way Snow tells it,” and her mouth curved into a dry little smile, “I’m damning us all by keeping Illharek’s surviving godsworn locked up in the Academy towers. So, I reckon the least I can do is come up here and die with you.”

“No one’s dying,” Istel snapped. His voice splintered on the last syllable.

And before Dekklis could answer him, before Veiko could ask them both to be silent, someone screamed. Then another someone. Then a hundred voices, howling together. Taliri war-cry.

The sky split, cloud jaws and lightning fangs. And out of that maw came oblivion in a wurm’s shape, so dark the eye slid away from it. The avatar. The dragon.

Veiko began to sing.

* * *

“Oh. Oh hell. Fuck the Taliri. Look at that thing.”

Kalle was a small man, for a half-blood. On his toes, he might come to Snow’s collarbone. He strained and wobbled at the floating platform’s edge, trying to gain extra vantage.

“Fuck’s sake, Kalle. Don’t fall into the river. It’s just a dragon,” Belaery sniffed. “A big svartjagr.”

“Dragon, hell,” said Sashki. She had just enough hair to scrape into a topknot. The wind was busy tearing it loose, one strand at a time. “That’s Tal-fucking-Shik.”

“One of the foremothers of all Illharek.” Tethni was the oldest of them, grey-shot and leathery. “Assuming you’re right, Bel.”

“I’m right.”

Belaery was walking the platform’s perimeter again. They had cut the wards into the wood before bringing it to the river. Anchored the braziers, traced the runes and the sigils in inks that no rain would threaten. Belaery paused at the southern edge, closest to Snow. Crouched and fingered the anchor-knots, as if the rope might’ve unraveled itself, or a legion of invisible rodents had been gnawing at it. Belaery had protested the river-platform, but Snow had won that argument.

The black river’s the Jokki, in the ghost roads. We want to open the rift, we have to be on the water.

“Ropes are fine, Bel,” Snow murmured. She checked the vial again, hanging from the cord on her neck. Didn’t want to fumble with a pouch during the ritual. Didn’t want to risk the contents in an open chalice, either, in case the barge tipped after all. She hadn’t taken much blood from Veiko, and he’d begrudged her that bit. Not because of the blood, but because of what she meant to do with it.

Tal’Shik would smell it, and Tal’Shik would come. And, finding Snow, and not Veiko, Tal’Shik would—well.

They’d talked about that, too.

She will try to kill you. His hands on the sides of her face, gentle, at odds with the force of his witchfire stare. Wanting her to tell him it would be okay, so he could argue. Wanting to be here, and knowing why he could not.

Of course she will. Not the first to try that.

You are not noidghe enough to stop her.

I don’t need to be. I have the adepts, yeah? I’ll be safer than you. And then Snow had kissed him, with that same gentle force, until his eyes closed. One way to stop the man’s arguing, yeah. Give his mouth something to do.

Veiko hadn’t asked what would happen if Belaery’s ritual failed. Everyone knew that answer.

“I know the ropes are fine.” Belaery straightened. She, like the others, wore an adept’s working tunic. Treated, spelled, close-fitting and belted and sleeveless. Only Snow wore Suburban armor, leather vest and leather pants and a seax on her hip. Bel hadn’t liked that.

The robes are costume, Bel. You know that. Performance and theatre. I’m not wearing them.

The robes are tradition, stiffly, but Bel had let it drop. Tradition didn’t have much to say about what they were about to do. Something unprecedented, close kin to godmagic, something that conjurors did not do, by custom and law. She and Bel and everyone else been taught that godmagic and conjuring had nothing in common, but now they knew better. Respect the spirits or abuse them, that was the difference.

“It’s a good spell,” Snow said quietly. “Solid theory. It will work.”

Belaery’s glare scorched the side of her face. “I’m not worried about the fucking spell, Snowdenaelikk.”

“Come on.” Tethni waddled to her place on the easternmost glyph. “Let’s start this. The sooner that motherless bat comes out of the sky, the sooner the skraeling can kill it and we can all go home.”

Sashki grinned like the madwoman she was. The witchfires turned red and black. The air hazed red, solid on the edges, blotting out storm and sky, burning the rain into steam.

Snow took her place near the northern glyph, which meant turning her back to the enemy. The wind dragged cold fingers up the back of her neck. Pulled on her topknot. Hissed through the rings in her ears. That wind smelled like hot metal, with a faint swirl of woundrot beneath it.

And then cold wind on her cheek, in her ear. The God’s breath. Tal’Shik still hasn’t healed. She’s half blind and angry. You can use that, Snow.

“Good to know. Now get out, yeah? Before you get hurt.”

Tethni eyed her with some interest. “Are you talking to the God?”

“We could finish him, too,” Sashki murmured. Her eyes were closed. Her fingers wove and danced through the brazier flames. “Take care of all Illharek’s problems right now.”

“Fuck you. You don’t touch the God.”

Does that mean you care?

“No. Go away, yeah? I’ve got to work.” She sang the syllables Veiko had taught her, the ones that would lock her in, alone in her skin and her skull. The song pushed the God out, a door shutting against protest and pressure. She imagined his face, Tsabrak’s, at the last, peering through the closing crack.

And then it was just the sky, the storm, the rain smacking into wood and water and flesh like small stones.

“I’m ready,” she said.

Belaery lifted her hands. Paused, while Kalle and Tethni looked at her, while Sashki swayed in her direction. Theatre, again. Performance. But the look Bel shared with Snow was honest. Worried. Serious and genuine and more of the real Belaery than Snow wanted to see.

Then Belaery began to chant. The words were largely Bel’s own invention, but the tempo was Veiko’s. Eight beats, he had said, and eight syllables. That pattern loaned itself well to the chopped-off cadence of Jaihnu, but it rendered Dvergiri nearly unintelligible. The others joined in. Sashki’s smoky rasp, Kalle’s surprising sweetness, Tethni under all of them, like the foremother of all toads bellowing the thread that bound them together. Tethni cut symbols into the air while Kalle and Sashki held the wards against the physical dragon’s notice. Belaery collected the threads of power as the others wove them, sifted them through her fingers. She knelt beneath the tortured sky, balancing godmagic and conjuring, peeling away all the barriers that held the ghost roads apart from the world. Belaery’s ideas, Bel’s theory, Bel’s raw talent, on which Snow relied now.

Snow remained silent, waited while her heart drummed a sympathetic beat against her ribs. Sweat beaded and chilled on her skin. This was power, yeah. This was five silver rings in a person’s right ear, master of all the minor arts, and a sixth ring in the left that meant adept. Everyone here had that ring except her. Backlash could kill an idiot, if she conjured in the Wild; but raw conjuring could kill too if a conjuror could not control it. And Snow could not control this kind of power.

But that wasn’t why she was here. She was playing the part of the noidghe now, not the conjuror.

Illharek’s flecked granite turned darker, duller, like solid ash. The sky melted from the cloud, spilled silver and lead toward the ground. A faint breeze blew out of the cave, and it smelled like chill and dying. That was the ghost roads: blasted, barren, spirit-Illharek, stones and sand and nothing. The river—not the Jokki, not on that side—ran thick and black out the cave-mouth. Bodies floated in that water. Faces, blind and bleached. Hands, upthrust and clawing at the air. Snow saw smooth planks of wood underfoot in one breath, blasted stone the next.

Sashki swore. “The motherless hell is that?”

“The river of the dead.” Belaery might’ve been ordering tea at a shop on the Arch. “We’re seeing into the ghost roads.”

“No. Not the river. That.” Kalle’s whole being tilted north, where the sky stopped and oblivion began. Snow turned her head just far enough to see what Kalle did, and promptly wished she hadn’t. The storm in the ghost roads was blacker than ink or the river or unlit Below, boiling and shot through with violet so deep it hurt the eyes. And in the midst of it, a shape, vaguely wurm, vaguely woman. The wind coming out of that hellmouth stank of woundrot and burned metal. And if that presence had not noticed them yet—well. That was Snow’s whole purpose here, to draw an angry god’s attention.

“Snow,” Bel said. “Do it now.”

Snowdenaelikk opened the vial, willing her cold fingers steady. It was her blood and Veiko’s mixed together in there, and a measure of dragon venom from the Academy’s stores, to match what Ehkla had used on him.

She dipped her finger into it. Traced her thigh with the same symbols that Ehkla had carved into Veiko, and in the same place. Godmagic, sacrifice, which was cousin to the bargains that noidghe made.

The sigils sank through leather and into her, took the poison with them, and fuck and damn, it hurt like metal carving in flesh. Fresh blood welled up through unmarked, uncut leather, and ran down. The poison went the other way, up her hip, all the way into her gut. Like being on fire from the inside, reaching fingers toward her heart. Veiko had warned her, and she’d even believed him, and that was the only reason she didn’t scream and fuck everything up.

Then the world split. A tiny tear, like molten silver, appeared in the center of the platform, head-high. Then that tear stretched and expanded, spreading wide: first a fingerwidth, then a handspan, then an armslength, stretching toward the raft. It looked like a mirror had melted, revealing what lay on the other side. A desolate, jagged cave. The black river, full of the dead. Illharek’s true face in the ghost roads.

This time, there’d be no K’Hess Kenjak to pull Snow out of that river if she fell in. This time, Veiko wouldn’t come for her. At least, not in time. Not before Tal’Shik figured out the noidghe calling her wasn’t the one she wanted.

But Belaery would be here. The ritual would work.

Snow met Belaery’s eyes, on the other side of the tear. Bel’s chin dipped, barely a nod, all the concentration she could spare.

Go now.

Veiko had been very clear about how the river-dead reacted to blood. Snow had to jump from the platform to riverbank. Two quick steps, no stumbling, no falling. No fucking up. They got a taste, they’d come swarming out and be on her.

Snow breathed past the burn in her leg. Shifted her weight to the balls of her feet. Held her breath. Then she leaped into the ghost roads.

* * *

The wurm-terror stalked the edges of Veiko’s song. It manifested in a creeping unease and rising nerves among the scouts. But none of the scouts panicked, or bolted from the rocks. It was not so on the banks of the Jokki. The legion ranks had buckled badly where the wurm passed over them. The Taliri did not seem affected. Waded in and killed where the Illhari lines dissolved.

Briel, too, seemed impervious to the fear. The svartjagr was darting tiny attacks at the wurm, niggling and annoying and distracting. The wurm snapped, sometimes. And sometimes, the jagged bolts that arced from clouds to earth stopped halfway, aiming at a tiny black speck in the air instead of blasting bodies aside on the ground. But Briel escaped every time, sending fury and triumph.

Pity the soldiers from both sides could not say the same. The lightning did not care who it killed.

Dekklis worked her hands over the handles of her weapons. “There’s not a thing we can do up here.”

Veiko leaned on the stone and nocked an arrow. Sighted down the shaft. His arms were steady, and never mind the cold sweat beading up on his skin. “A wurm hunts by sowing panic, scattering the prey so that she can choose her supper.”

“We’re not food for that oversized svartjagr!”

“Because my song protects you. Not because you declare it so.”

Istel sent a wasted arrow down the hill, into the teeth of the wind. “Hunting for us? Or specifically for you?”

“For me.” His leg was a column of pain now. He gritted his teeth. Snow would be feeling that same burning too if her song had worked. And Tal’Shik would be looking for her in the ghost roads, thinking she was him.

Dekklis was staring at him, all her anger forgotten. “Veiko. Fuck and damn, you’re bleeding.”

“Yes.” And more than bleeding. The venom burned memory along his limbs. Ancestors, he’d forgotten how this hurt. And it was his partner bearing the worst of it, Snow drawing it all to herself. Drawing Tal’Shik to herself. A ritual she’d created, out of what she knew about godmagic and conjuring.

It’s based on sympathy, yeah? I mix our blood, and that links our experiences. I’ll have it worse. You should be able to fight.

As if that was comfort or consolation. He had tried to dissuade her from this plan. As soon argue the sun from the sky.

So simple, in theory. As simple as putting the sharp end of his axe into the wurm’s unarmored parts.

A dog-weight brushed his leg. The pain took his breath. “Logi,” he hissed. But when he looked down, it was Helgi gazing back at him. Steel-grey Helgi, with his ice-colored eyes. Dead Helgi.

Please, the scouts did not see this, or they would scatter like sheep no matter what songs he sang.

Blink, breathe, and look again. Helgi was still there, beside Logi. Both his dogs together, looking at him. The living and the dead.

So. The adepts’ witchery was working, the barriers between the worlds of spirit and flesh completely torn. Snow would be thoroughly poisoned now. Thoroughly pretending to be him.

And he must not think of that. He focused instead on here and now. On the bleached silver sky. On the ink-and-blood clouds. There were two wurms now, to his noidghe’s sight. One was flesh and bone and mortal, Sian the avatar. The second, in the ghost roads, was the greater blackness of Tal’Shik herself, hung behind her dragon-avatar by skeins of lightning and violet fire.

Those connective filaments were stretching. Growing fine and fragile as cobwebs, as the adepts worked their conjuring. One strand snapped as he watched, and the wurm wobbled midflight.

“It is time. Now.”

Dekklis spun and shouted orders. “Scouts! Down!”

Illhari discipline meant they all dropped, so that none except Veiko was still standing when conjured blue-white lightning arced up from the knot of adepts on the river and struck the wurm. The shock rippled through air and earth, shaking trees and heaving the very ground up underfoot. A hundred-hundred spirits screaming protest, dying to fuel that strike, but the bolt tore Tal’Shik free of the avatar’s body.

The wurm pinwheeled, trailing smoke, churning with charred wings for a grip on the storm. That was her magic, that storm, a wurm’s natural witchery, independent of Tal’Shik. The gusts would carry her away from the field, to some high safety where she could heal. Lightning zagged out of the clouds, striking at the ground forces, random flailing as the avatar marshalled her storm.

Then Veiko felt the adepts strike a second time, a conjuring that stopped the storm, sudden hollow stillness rolling out from the river, killing the wind, leaving straight rain and heavy, still air. The wurm thrashed her ruined wings, clawing at the nothing. Then she fell, smashing into the heaving mess of battle halfway up the slope, exactly where Belaery had said she would fall. A sheet of fire rippled away from that impact, flash and scorch before the rain beat it out.

A noidghe did not fear the shards of shattered trees, or the very earth’s rebellion. A noidghe could ignore the blood running down his leg, too. He sang himself past that pain, anchored himself in sky and earth. His feet became mountains. His arms, the whole arc of sky. The arrow on his bow was nature’s own inevitability: the wheel of seasons, the rise and fall of the sun behind the horizon.

Veiko loosed that arrow down the slope as the wurm churned and clawed herself upright. Sang her name as a summons so that she turned toward him, ember eyes wide as cauldrons. She was all shadow, all chaos, meant to unbind sky from earth, wind from water, and unravel all the world. His arrow became lightning, became a star burning across a night sky. Beyond a man’s control, or a noidghe’s, but he could guide it. Steer it. Put it squarely into her right eye.

Then it was only an arrow again, mere wood and feather fletching. Then the avatar was just a woman-turned-wurm, thrashing mad and half-blind amid broken trees and broken bodies and a guttering fire. Then the sky turned grey and the worlds snapped apart and now, only now, did his knee buckle. Veiko left skin on the rocks, palm and elbow. Dropped the bow. The clatter was lost in Dekklis’s shout—

“Archers! Ready! Fire!”

—and the hiss of bowstrings. There was a new rain falling now, fletched in Illhari red and black, tipped with black Illhari steel.

Veiko dragged his knees under him. Laced his fingers across the wound in his thigh. The bleeding had stopped. Only ghost aches now, an old scar’s protest at the exertion. He had promised to kill a wurm for his partner, and arrows would not find her vitals. Sharp metal into soft flesh. That simple.

He settled the axe in his hand and went down the hill to keep his promise.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Snow landed badly, hands and knees, on the blasted bank of the black river. Ghost roads–Illharek loomed behind her, shadow and dust and rock. The sky sagged under its own weight, storm and lightning dipping down until it looked close enough to touch. Everything in the ghost roads wore a violet cast, a dimness. Probably something to do with the bruise-and-blood sky and the dragon cutting across it, spewing violet lightning and thrashing its wings. She got up slowly. Fuck and damn, her leg hurt. The poison crawled under her skin, slow spreading burn from the wounding point.

Lightning flashed overhead: blue and white, adept-lightning. The dragon howled, and the ground shook a little. Snow thought she could see two dragons now, one smaller and sleeker and real, which just meant flesh. On this side, in the ghost roads, the dragon

Tal’Shik

was bigger, blacker, blurred on the edges, bound to the flesh-dragon with godmagic filaments, violet and black and glowing. The adepts threw another bolt of lightning, and one of those filaments snapped.

All right. Bel’s ritual was working. Time for her part of it.

Snow heaved herself to her feet. Now she had to finish the sacrifice that Ehkla had started. Cut the glyphs into the air, not her flesh. Veiko had done this once. Cut the marks in the air as if it were flesh, because that’s what Snow’d told him to do.

The magic’s in making the mark, not the mark itself.

Which was true: Tal’Shik had come for him.

Well, now Tal’Shik was right there, no great distance to travel. But she was also busy. Distracted. Wearing an avatar’s skin.

Snow touched the wound on her leg. Slick and wet and yeah, that was blood. Dangerous, in the ghost roads, to use blood as ink. Blood was a noidghe currency; but it was also a godmagic currency. Blood sacrifice, to gain a god’s favor. Or to make an avatar.

Or get a god to leave an avatar.

Snow hadn’t told Veiko about this part. Belaery knew. But Bel wouldn’t, hadn’t, told anyone: had agreed it was dangerous, likely stupid, certain to succeed. Or as certain as anything was when you mixed in godmagic.

Snow drew a breath, held it. Dipped her finger again in the blood and cut the summoning sigils briskly, neatly in the air. One stroke, two, three: the sigils remained, hanging. Veiko had said his looked like fire. Hers looked—well. Like blood. Dripping like the air itself was wounded. Each stroke hurt, like a knife in her flesh. Please

who? The God can’t hear

Veiko didn’t feel it. Didn’t know what she was doing. He needed all his wits. She just needed to finish this—

And there. She let her hand drop, just as another adept-bolt jagged skyward. She heard the pop and sizzle as it struck, overlapped by the avatar’s shriek, and looked up just as the two dragons split. It was like watching a shadow tear itself loose from its body. Black ink and violet smoke drawing to the edges of the avatar, and then out.

Now there was one dragon in the ghost roads. Just Tal’Shik, falling out of the sky to crash into the riverbank, into, because the ground cratered around her. Then the world got suddenly, violently quiet, all the sound sucked away. Tal’Shik’s dragon-shape bled and shrank and curdled in on itself. Just the woman now, at least mostly, climbing to her feet. Her edges slipped and blurred as she stood up. There was beauty in that body, but the face—fuck and damn. Marred and marked on one side, the features run together like wax. Veiko’s scar, a noidghe’s wounding.

Veiko hadn’t been much of a noidghe when he’d done that. Remember that.

Tal’Shik turned her head and looked. Her single eye, blood-vivid, snagged on Snow’s face.

And then, clear and sharp as broken glass: “Snowdenaelikk!” like a greeting.

Or a summons.

Snow’s heart climbed into the back of her throat. That couldn’t be good.

Everyone in Illharek belongs to her, Snow. She is Illharek.

All right, so Bel might’ve been right about that. Tell her when she got back, Bel could be smug, time to go—

Except, when Snow spun on her good leg and kicked off the bad one, there was no rift waiting for her. No raft. No adepts. Just a twisting ribbon dangling over the black river.

So much for Belaery’s theory. So much for I know what I’m doing and Trust me, Snow.

Snow spun back toward Tal’Shik and ripped her seax out of its sheath. Set her back to ghost-Illharek and the river. Rather run, Laughing God, she’d rather. It’s just there was nowhere to go, with the rift closed. And her leg wouldn’t let her. And Tal’Shik was here, coming, so close Snow smelled the rot, smelled the—fuck and damn, the nothing of her, the emptiness, plucking and dragging and trying to fill itself.

But oh fuck and damn, look at that: there was blood pooling around Tal’Shik’s feet like shadows, running in rivulets toward the black river, and from there—probably, hopefully—to the raft, to Belaery, to the conjurors. The ritual was working. And Tal’Shik seemed unaware of it: all her attention focused on Snow.

So keep that attention, yeah, and wait, and hope Bel could reopen the rift. Or that the ritual sucked Tal’Shik dry. Or that Snow was a better noidghe than either she or Veiko thought.

Snow swung the tip of the seax up and set the metal between herself and Tal’Shik. Sad little barrier, yeah, but better than nothing.

“You stop there. Tal’Shik,” with all the force of a

but you’re not really a

noidghe’s naming.

Tal’Shik stopped beside the bleeding glyphs. Glanced at them. “I smell Veiko on you. Is this his idea? Is he here? Snowdenaelikk.”

Snow felt the syllables plucking at her. Felt the power in the naming, like hooks just under her skin. But only just. She bared her teeth and stayed quiet, for once, because Tal’Shik wanted otherwise.

And ask why that was, why Tal’Shik was bothering with a conversation, why she hadn’t killed her yet. And guess: Belaery’s spell, and the shadow-river bleeding out of Tal’Shik, which Tal’Shik was acting like she didn’t see, didn’t notice. And maybe she didn’t. But it was making her weaker.

“And I smell the Laughing God. Are you a gift? An apology? Snowdenaelikk,” a third time, and this time it hurt.

“No,” Snow said, because she had to say something. “To both those things.”

“Then why are you here?” Tal’Shik composed a smile that was beautiful for the heartbeat her face stayed whole. Then it became a mockery of itself, one lovely thing amid the wreckage.

Snow dragged air into her lungs. Pushed it out again. “Because you’ve still got one eye.”

She jabbed at Tal’Shik. Not much of a strike, more of a feint. But enough that Tal’Shik started a little and slid back into her own features. A splash of disbelief, and then rage, like a flood spilling over.

Tal’Shik was Illharek, yeah, and Illharek’s best and worst trait was pride.

Closely followed by temper.

Snow angled to present the narrowest possible target. It was no worse than fighting in the Suburban alleys. Same tight quarters. Same nowhere to run. Not so bad—

tell yourself that

—and then Tal’Shik’s arm snapped straight and kept snapping. Bonecrack and then it was stretching, elastic muscle and skin pulled translucent. There were swinging talons where fingers had been, coming head-height, face-height. Coming for her eyes, both of them.

Snow tried to give ground, felt her leg buckle. Closed her eyes, turned her head—

Please, Laughing God, I mean it, I need you

—and raised a parry, swatting blind.

The seax bit into something. Not bone. Not meat. But something enough like both that the blade bucked in her hand. Snow muscled it steady, terror-fed strength that strained all the bone and sinew in her wrist. Then the metal tore through. Half of Tal’Shik’s hand fell onto the rocks and sand between them.

Crashing silence, for a half-dozen heartbeats, while Snow and Tal’Shik both gaped at the half-severed hand. While the godblood on Snow’s blade turned white, then grey. The black steel smoked into dust, leaving three fingerlengths of jagged metal on the hilt.

Then Tal’Shik shrieked, and the sky ripped and bled. Tal’Shik bled too: a geyser of red, too much for the wound, that hit the ground and ran for the river, joining the shadows of Bel’s conjuring. Drawing off more of her strength.

Tal’Shik staggered. Dimmed and stumbled. Scooped up the severed half of her hand and cradled like a child. “You are a noidghe?”

Snow grinned over the ruin of her seax. “Yeah. And first blood goes to me.”

* * *

All the songs and ballads said that dragons spat fire. Belaery had called it all toadshit, but Belaery had a habit of basing her authority on what some several-hundred-years-dead scholar had written.

The bestiary hadn’t said what dragons did spit, which was something thicker, like phlegm. Something that raised blisters on skin and smoked where it touched leather or metal and made Dek’s eyes water. She was glad for the rain washing the foulness off as fast as it landed, even if the storm meant the archers couldn’t see to shoot at any useful range. She was happy to wade in and risk tail-spikes and teeth if it meant the motherless avatar died in the mud.

Dekklis swung a cut at the dragon’s flank. Halfway to the hilt into the area between hip and haunches, where there should have been something vital and fragile underneath. She held on to the blade as the dragon jerked forward. Braced both feet in the mud and pulled hard against suction, damn near lost her grip when the dragon whipped that long head around, open-mouthed, and spat definitely-not-fire in Dek’s general direction.

Add that to Belaery’s motherless bestiary: whatever burned in dragon-spit didn’t burn actual dragonhide.

The dragon was big, not in bulk but in reach. Long neck. Longer tail. And even if the bones stabbed up white out of one ruined wing, well, that wing and its partner were still weapons in themselves, and the dragon knew how to use them. Belaery had guessed there might not be much woman left in that spear-shaped skull, that wearing the dragon’s skin might have stripped wit and reason away. Bel had meant that as comfort and consolation: that Dekklis would face an animal, not a person.

A wounded, frightened, angry animal. No comfort at all.

But it was Veiko who had offered the most useful bit of advice: wherever that head went, the tail followed. Dekklis was already moving. Ripped her blade loose, backstepped and angled the sword up to deflect a whip made of muscle with a barb on the end easily the length of her forearm. She had lost four scouts to the tail-sweep already. Two outright impaled, another laid open, another smashed by the strike. Hell if she’d be the fifth.

The dragon snapped and thrashed, unable to see Dekklis tucked in on her blind side. The tail-spike carved the rain aside and jabbed where the dragon thought Dekklis must be. The tip, dark with Illhari blood, ripped past her, fast and close enough she felt the wind of it.

Then Veiko came at the dragon from her sighted side, and she went right for him. Spat venom, lunged and snapped. He twisted away from her teeth. Her spit spattered across his chest and shoulder and arm. Dekklis heard the sizzle as it chewed into the leather breastplate before the rain sluiced it away. Must’ve hit him, too, some exposed skin, but he wasn’t yelling about it. He sidestepped the thrusting head. Raised his axe to intercept the tail.

Dekklis dipped her head and got ready to charge back in, to strike from her blind side, end this—

Then Istel was beside her, just like old times. Except this Istel was pulling her away from this battle, dragging her down the slope toward to the river with more strength than Istel should own. “Problem, Dek. Come on.”

“The hell! Veiko needs me.”

Furious barking from upslope. A svartjagr’s keening. And a song, somehow, a melody she couldn’t hear chasing under her skin. It was armor. Shield. Heresy and skraeling witchery and:

“Veiko can handle the toadfucking dragon. Veiko has to.” Fires in Istel’s eye sockets, licking up and heedless of rain. “Snowdenaelikk needs you now, Szanys Dekklis. Illharek needs you.”

Illharek had the legion and the Senate. But Dekklis didn’t have so many friends that she could lose any more.

“Fine,” she said, and ran with the Laughing God down the slope toward the river.

* * *

Veiko caught the wurm’s tail on the edge of his axe, high on a coil. The blade bit deeply anyway, but there was too much muscled length between his axe and the deadly spike. He had time to twist aside as the spike came around, scything through the rain and stabbing empty air.

Pity he could not get the axe around in time to hack it off. That would even the fight. The scouts were trying, ancestors knew; they had traded up from arrows to swords and javelins for close range. But they could do little damage. Wurms were creatures of stone and shadow, like the Dvergiri. Made of the same stuff as Illhari black steel.

He might have told them that. Would have, but Snow counseled otherwise. If they think they can’t help, they won’t. And hell if you fight that thing alone. You want her dead, you need the distraction they can give you.

There was wisdom in that advice, if not honor; a warrior might care for the latter, but a noidghe did not. He had bargained for the knowledge to kill a wurm, and he had to stay alive to use it.

So he fought, silent and savage, braids lashing like a dozen tails. Leaped to the dragon’s shoulder, kicked off again, struck down. Missed the soft canyon behind her jaw, caught the bone ridge instead, threw himself into the mud and rolled as she spat where he’d been.

It would take a heartbeat to find his footing again, a dangerous, vulnerable heartbeat. Briel bought it for him. Arrowed out of the sky and lashed her own tail-spike across the wurm’s nose. It might do no damage, but it hurt. The wurm reared up and howled and snapped at Briel’s retreating insolence.

Baring her chest. Baring her belly. The scales were no softer there, but there were deep grooves between them, perfect for the wedge-blade of an axe. Veiko surged to his feet. He swung, and struck one of those grooves. Felt the axe bite and stick. He wrenched it loose again as the wurm forgot her rage at Briel. She rolled her head, trying to see with her one good eye the source of her pain.

One of the legion scouts ran past, the hard-eyed woman, Salis. She had her javelin clenched in one hand. Stopped and slid a little in the mud. Then cocked her arm and threw, straight and powerful. Veiko had expected a throw aimed at chest and belly, the obvious targets, but Salis’s javelin caught the dragon in the left leg, from the soft inside. Pierced the skin between bone and tendon and drove deep into the hillside behind.

The wurm bellowed. The remnants of her wings thrashed to keep her upright as she tugged at her leg. Howled when it would not move, and pulled harder. She tore herself loose in a red gout. Wood cracked, and the javelin’s top half spun away. The second half remained where it was, deep in the mountain’s skin. The wurm hopped, one-legged. Caught herself on the wounded limb and staggered. The gusts from her wings pushed Veiko back. Turned the rain into tiny spears and forced him to drop halfway to a crouch, to hold the axe tight against his body and dip his chin and squint. He saw the wurm’s belly scales, pale and heaving and far too close.

“Look out!” A woman’s voice, shredded shrill by volume and fear. Salis, he thought. And a second sound, far louder: the gurgling hiss of the wurm’s indrawn breath.

She was going to spit, oh ancestors.

He dropped a shoulder, threw himself back and sideways. Trusted the mud to spare him broken bones, trusted skill to keep the axe from his own flesh. Turned his face and squeezed his eyes closed. He rolled over his hip and shoulder (and axe, there, the blade safely turned) and got both his feet under him and braced one heel against further skidding. He smelled the venom first, hot metal and sour-sharp. It caught him across the shoulder first, splattered along his upper arm and over his elbow. He felt the impact of it, had a heartbeat to know what came next: this wasn’t his first spitting, but the last one had struck armor, where the leather offered some protection. Mere woven wool sleeves did not; and so, at the end of that heartbeat, Veiko felt his skin blister, and a burn that had little to do with fire. He was prepared for that, and for the sluice of rain that spread the venom and thinned that burn to bearable. He dropped his chin and spared an arm to scrape the mud off his face. Mud, and the remnants of venom, still caught in leather and wool, that ran out with the rain: across his brow, his cheek. Into his left eye.

A moment of realization, before the pain arrived. Then Veiko forgot about the wurm, the axe, about anything except the burning and the red sheet where there should be sight. He reached for his eye. Pawed at it. Curved his fingers and—

“Fuck and damn.” Hands grabbed his wrist. Snow, he wished; but it was the scout, Salis, fingers as hard as her eyes, who pulled his hand off and forced his face up so that the rain washed him clean.

She let him go, finally, after a heartbeat of forever. He shook his head, blinking tears and snot. The left eyelid seemed intact when he touched it. The eye itself, too, round and firm under that lid. But when he opened it, all he saw was a grey haze.

The right eye was clear enough. Showed him Salis peering into his face, concern and impatience mingled. Then she clapped him hard on the shoulder and shifted her grip to haul him to his feet. Behind them, upslope, the wurm howled and thrashed. A man shouted, and Salis grimaced. She thrust Veiko aside and pushed past him, shaking another javelin out of her quiver, readying it in her right fist.

Back into the fight, because the wurm wasn’t dead and her fellows needed her. Because she couldn’t feel the wurm’s panic-sending, because Veiko had sung it silent. That panic beat now on the borders of that song, which was only as strong as its singer. Which weakened in the wake of his panic, at his wounding.

He would need to sing again, or the scouts would break and scatter. That might save their lives, that running. Might save his, too. He had one dog left, and one working eye. A man might reckon he’d spent enough, risked enough. Had too much left to lose.

One dog. One eye. One partner.

Veiko had never been, in his own estimation, a good noidghe. Had not been a good man, either, whatever Snowdenaelikk said to the contrary. But he was good enough with an axe to cleave men’s skulls when his temper took him. To cleave a wurm’s flesh, too, even one-eyed. He found his axe in the mud, picked it up, shook it clean. Then he followed Salis up the slope. And he began to sing.

* * *

Tal’Shik bared her teeth, long and curved and sharp in her woman’s mouth, into a grin. Raised her severed hand. The flesh smoked into liquid to the wrist, drooling into five strands, like wax off a candle. Long, yeah, the length of a forearm. Far more reach than the broken seax. She cracked her former hand like a five-tailed whip, two strands of which Snow caught with her ruined seax. They wrapped the blade, hissing and smoking where they touched metal. Parted, a little, where they clenched the sharp edge. Snow twisted, wrenched to clear the blade. Too late, not fast enough. The remaining three strands found her, licked a triple gash through leather and linen and skin from her shoulder to her hip. It burned like fire, like razors, like dragon venom.

Tal’Shik’s venom. Oh, fuck and damn.

Snow tried to retreat and fell down instead. She dropped the broken seax. It skidded across the bank. Teetered, for a heartbeat, on the river’s edge. Then a bloated hand reached up and claimed it. A dead hand. River-dead.

Ask what the dead would do with a weapon. Probably carve her corpse up with it when Tal’Shik threw her into the river. Snow had nothing left but daggers. She was well and truly poisoned, too: the chirurgeon knew the wound was deep but not lethal, all mess and drama and treatable with needle and thread; but the apothecary’s daughter knew deadly when it caught fire in her blood.

These were the ghost roads. And she was still

half

a conjuror. She couldn’t wait anymore for Bel and the adepts’ conjuring to work. She’d make do with her own little talent, same as ever.

Snow dragged a witchfire into being, clenched it in the palm of her hand. Imagination, yeah, that the world turned a little greyer. That the dead in the river snarled and thrashed a little harder.

Tal’Shik saw that witchfire and laughed and shot Snow a look of pure sneering triumph. Like a hundred highborn women, like the Adept Council, like Ari and Tsabrak and the old Laughing God.

Snow made a ball of the witchfire, and she threw it.

It hit Tal’Shik and burst like a clay pot. Where the blue sparks touched sand, they guttered and died. But where they touched Tal’Shik, they caught and bloomed and spread.

Tal’Shik howled. Bent herself into the dragon shape and leaped, burning, into the air. The swollen sky warped and withdrew a respectable distance, where it roiled and sulked black and sprinkled blood like an afterthought, which found its way in strands and rivulets to the river.

Belaery’s spell was still working, then. Tal’Shik was still bleeding out whatever it was gods bled, even from her refuge in the sky.

Small comfort.

Snow looked down at herself. The venom-burn had eased with Tal’Shik’s retreat. That was a good thing. But the blood running out of her wasn’t. Those wounds were real, and the river was damn near boiling. Visible hands reaching up, clawing at the banks. Voices, wet and thick, rising out of the water. The river-dead loved blood.

Fuck and damn.

* * *

The battle washed up the Jokki, threatened to spill into Illharek proper. There were skirmishes on the Riverwalk, Talir against Dvergir. The reserves had come down from the garrison. They were the dry troops, the ones whose boots still showed leather, the ones not plastered with mud and worse wetness.

And still the Taliri came. Ragged fucking raiders threatening Illharek, which hadn’t happened since the Republic’s founding. It was godmagic helping them. That toadlicking dragon. Snow had warned her. Snow had said bring up the city’s own godsworn, use everything, every weapon.

Her pride had said otherwise. She had said Illharek would die before it used godmagic in its defense. That everything depended on Veiko, and the adepts’ ritual, and on Snow.

Please, foremothers, let her not be too late.

Dekklis felt the conjuring first, like a buzzing under her skin, as she came up to the river bank. Heard Belaery’s chant next, sharp and clear. And then there, in the river, she saw it. The adepts’ platform had taken some damage. Blackened edges, one of the braziers tipped and smoking. Belaery had a fistful of glowing threads in her hand, witchfire winding through her fingers from each of the other adepts still standing. The old woman was still on her feet, and the half-blood man, and Belaery herself. The other Adept was pinned to the wood with a Taliri arrow. Not dead, not yet, but the sigils on her quarter of the circle were dim and flickering. Of Snow, there was no sign at all. But in the center of the barge, above a nexus of complicated scribbles on the wood, hung a ribbon of quicksilver. It writhed like a worm in a bird’s beak, twisting and knotting in on itself, stretching and curling. Bleeding, oh foremothers. A silver slash in the very air, dripping what looked like actual blood. Not much more than a trickle that collected in a silver-chased bowl on the deck, thick and dark and undiluted by rain.

Dekklis jumped the small gap from bank to barge. She knew enough about wards not to cross the glowing lines, but she could shout just fine. “Belaery! Where’s Snow?”

Belaery shot her a glare without losing a syllable. The other Adepts—the ones still on their feet—ignored Dekklis completely.

“Don’t distract her. She’s only thing holding the ritual together.” Istel followed Dekklis onto the platform. “Snow’s caught on the other side of that rift. In the ghost roads.”

The silver thread. Right. That was supposed to be an opening.

“I want to talk to Istel.”

“He’s here. We’re all here.” Flames licked across Istel’s eyes. “The adepts are draining Tal’Shik, but it’s too slow. Snow’s alone over there. She’s going to lose this fight. She needs you, Szanys Dekklis. She needs me. I can help reopen the rift. But I can’t cross the wards.”

Snow had said the God would not fight Tal’Shik directly, that he would wait for a chance to strike. Then his chance, now, was her. And her chance, too, to end this, to take Illharek back from Tal’Shik and make the Illhari into what they should be.

“All right,” Dekklis said to the God. And to Belaery, “Do it! Let the God through!”

Belaery scowled. Then she jerked her chin at the fallen adept. Tossed the God a strand of the witchfire as he crossed the platform. The God caught it, wrapped it once around his wrist. Smiled, slip-sided and cocky and cruel. Then he stepped across the glowing lines and wrapped his hands around the silver thread. Wedged his fingers into the quicksilver and tore it wide.

The wounded adept screamed, faintly. The half-blood adept swore. The dragon on the hill bellowed and the whole sky turned a blood-violet.

But the rift to the ghost roads opened and stayed open.

“Go,” said the Laughing God; and Dekklis did.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The first of the river-dead was a woman, though she was too leached and swollen to identify as Dvergir or Talir or Alvir. A great hole tunneled through her, crotch to collar, dripping black water. The ghost paused, swaying—sniffing, dear Laughing God, like Snow was fresh bread and roast meat together.

Snow raised the witchfire like a brand, and the river-dead shied back. The second one had arrived by now, and the third. The fourth. Fuck and damn, every corpse in the river was crawling out, coming to her. Circling, surrounding her. She swung herself around, the witchfire thrust out like a blade. It flared blue and blinding, trailing sparks that caught and burned any river-dead they touched. The woman with the hole through her, and the man next to her, the ones crowded too close behind her, the ones reaching for her unguarded back.

They didn’t scream. Burned and made no noise at all. Columns of blue fire, then columns of ash, then drifting dust. The witchfire circle burned whiter, brighter than Snow’d ever managed before.

Veiko wouldn’t approve this wholesale murder of spirits. And if she ever got to tell him what she’d done, she’d let him scold her as long as he wanted.

Please, Laughing God.

The dead were still coming. Dripping. Crawling out of the river and surrounding her. It would be a race to see which of them killed her first, or if the witchfire could burn them fast enough.

Then a blast of

real

wind that smelled like rain and river and expensive incense hit Snow like a mallet. She staggered. Kept her feet, somehow, while the ground pitched and heaved like a barge on a river.

No. Not like. That was actual wood under her boots. She was back on the river, on the platform. For an eyeblink she saw Belaery and Kalle where the river-dead had been.

Then the ghost roads crashed back around her, a throng of hungry river-dead and her own blood running into the sand and the witchfire guttering out, casualty of her distraction.

“Snow!”

The owner of that voice could not be here, and was, somehow: Szanys Dekklis, dripping rain all over the sand and the rocks and the platform, stepping out of

nowhere

the rift and laying into the nearest river-dead with a legion sword. The river-dead seemed unhappy with wounding. Made half-swipes at Dekklis and yielded ground. Then Snow summoned enough wit to call the witchfire back. She intended to make a circle this time, a border to hold the dead back. But the witchfire defied her and made its own path, not quite circular. Odd angles and apexes, yeah, and little sigils that sprang up blue and hot. The river-dead caught on the inside were no match for Dekklis; the ones on the outside showed no inclination to cross the blue flames.

Then Snow recognized the shape of it. This was Belaery’s spell, Bel’s wards, shaping her witchfire from the raft on the Jokki. She saw, out of the corner of her eye, the braziers burning. Felt the tingle of cold rain on her face. Caught a stray breath of incense. Heard Belaery’s chant like a heartbeat, holding it together. But look square at anything, and it was all blasted stone and black rivers and ghosts.

A woman’s mind could split, trying to balance all this. She wondered how Dekklis was managing—grim-eyed and grey-lipped, all her focus on Snow’s face.

“The God said you needed help,” she said. “Looks about right.”

“The Laughing God? My God?”

“Or Istel. You pick.” Dekklis dared a look around. “Where’s Tal’Shik?”

“Up,” Snow began to say.

But then the sky creaked like old timbers and a shape appeared, woman twisted with dragon, violet and void and lightning and thrashing as she fell. Blood ran off her in threads, ropes, as Belaery’s spell did its work. And now, with the rift open again, those threads found an anchor, and sank through the portal, and pulled.

Tal’Shik crashed into the barren earth. Crashed through it. The ground ripped loose: first the sand, slithering, then the rocks, rolling and rattling together. The river-dead turned as one. Their heads lifted, blind eyes fixed on Tal’Shik. Then they rushed the crater, adding their weight to the slipping earth. There was black oblivion at the bottom of the crater, roiling clouds and lightning waves, pulling all the light into itself. And in the center of it, a dragon-shape. Broken-winged oblivion, thrashing among the river-dead.

Snow started to smile. Then she felt the ground under her feet tilt. Felt it tear, fuck and damn, like rotting cloth. Then she and Dekklis were sliding toward the crater, toward Tal’Shik and all the dead.

Then something grabbed her by the shoulder. Talons, she thought first, claws, some other dragon, some rogue river-dead or a horror she hadn’t thought of yet. She twisted in the grip, dragging a knife out of her belt, right-handed, as her feet came off the ground. Whatever it was, see how it liked metal stuck into it, see if it could bleed—

The Laughing God cast her down like a sack of meal, one-handed. Cast Dekklis beside her, on a single patch of earth held level and floating on—nothing, fuck and damn, except the God’s own will.

Tsabrak’s chiseled beauty ebbed and flowed under Istel’s plain bones. “I heard you,” he said to Snow. “And I came. You’re hurt.”

“Mostly mess, except the venom.” Which was starting to burn again, first spark on its way to bonfire. “Godmagic toadshit. —No. Don’t,” as the God reached for her. “No more favors from you.”

Dekklis shouldered past the God. Took Snow’s arm and pulled her standing. “All right. Now what?” But Dekklis was not looking at her. Looking past her, at the God.

Who said, “Now you do your part, Szanys Dekklis. Save Illharek.”

“Wait,” Snow said, because Dek was already waving her sword like an idiot, ready to jump over the toadfucking wards and into the crater. “Don’t you fucking dare. Listen, Szanys. In this one thing, you listen. You kill Tal’Shik, she becomes part of you, yeah? Just like the God and Tsabrak. That’s why he won’t do it himself. That’s why he’s using you as the weapon.”

Dekklis looked at her. “Same thing happens if she kills me? I’m inside her?”

“Yes. Except you stop being you. She takes everything you are. So you can’t let her kill you, yeah?”

“So what, we stand here?”

“Patience, Dictator. Fuck and damn.” Snow coaxed another witchfire into her hands. Tossed it up, grew it wide as an Illhari road. Then she cast it down into the chasm, onto river-dead and Tal’Shik, where it spread like oil across dead and dragon alike. “Give it time. That, and what Bel’s doing, should finish her.”

“Unless it doesn’t. Unless something happens—one of the adepts dies, the dragon kills Veiko. Can’t take that chance. We didn’t finish the Purge the first time, and look what happened.”

“Tal’Shik’s Illharek.”

“No. I’m Illharek. What we should be.” Dekklis looked at her. “You listen to me, Snow. Saving Illharek’s my oath. Not yours. You’ve done your part.”

The God winced. Closed his eyes and shook his head, hard. Opened plain Istel eyes, dark and alive. “It isn’t only your oath, Dek. I’ll come with you. We will.”

It was exactly like some fucking tavern ballad, with the highborn fucking hero and her faithful companion.

“Oh hell,” Snow muttered. “I’m as Illhari as you are. I’m with you.”

Veiko wouldn’t forgive her for this. But he’d never understood what Illhari meant, either.

Dekklis grimaced. Nodded. But Istel turned toward Snow, and his eyes caught fire again.

“No.” The God took Snow’s hand, the godmarked one. “You’ve kept your bargain, Snowdenaelikk. Now I keep mine.”

He turned the palm open, baring the sigil. Then it was Tsabrak looking at her, Tsabrak’s garnet eyes and Tsabrak’s smirk. Tsabrak’s lips brushing the sigil, burning her skin.

Really burning, fuck and damn, feel the blistering and the squawk rising up in her throat.

Before Snow could let it out, the God put his hand on her chest, over her heart, and shoved. She staggered past Dekklis’s wide eyes and over the edge of the little floating platform of land—

—and into the Jokki’s cold water.

* * *

Even one-eyed, a noidghe could see the two worlds. Two rivers. Two terrains. Two wurms, one of whom writhed at the bottom of a great crater beside a black river, a hole full of rocks and sand and the ravenous river-dead. The other thrashed on a battlefield beside another river, in the mud, among the shattered bodies of Illharek’s legion.

And on both sides, there were two fighters. Veiko had with him the one scout remaining, Salis, and she had already taken the wound that would kill her. In the ghost roads, there was no sign of Snowdenaelikk; but there was Szanys Dekklis, the Laughing God beside her, sliding down the

crater

hillside to meet Tal’Shik.

There was lightning in the ghost roads, and great gouts of godmagic and blood. The remnants of witchfire, too, burning in patches and patterns. Flashier, certainly, than his rain-soaked reality. Dekklis fought as Veiko did, avoiding talons and tail and striking fast, in and out. Hacking with her black Illhari steel that would do no real damage to Tal’Shik, but Dekklis would not know it.

In the ghost roads, a warrior needed a blade made of songs.

Veiko sang moonlight to her blade, and the metal bloomed silver, burned white on the edge. Dek’s eyes widened, but she did not drop the weapon. She would not, being Dekklis. Might imagine the God’s intervention, and that was all right.

The God knew better. He grinned at Veiko. Raised his hand and pointed.

There, behind you.

A stray Talir, oh ancestors. Mere flesh-and-blood mortality on the wrong end of a weapon, rushing and slashing and coming to his avatar’s defense. Veiko gritted his teeth and dispatched him, two quick cuts.

He turned back in time to see Dekklis cleave Tal’Shik with the silver sword. To see Tal’Shik strike out, defying the rule of bone and flesh, to reach past Dek’s defenses with a boneless limb. And he saw Istel step in and take that strike on his cuirass. That blow would have killed a man outright. It sent the God falling back, his armor smoking and cracked.

In rain-soaked reality, Salis rushed past Veiko, shouting. She had one more javelin, and she ran with it held like a spear, straight at the wurm. A fool’s attack, because the wurm would hear her, and turn, and avoid the thrust. She did all of those things, and whipped her tail around to spear Salis in turn. Veiko caught that tail on its backlash, sheared the blow away from Salis. Wished he could shout warning or wisdom—run, get away, leave this. But he had no breath for that, having spent it on songs to help Dekklis. All he could do to heave that muscled tail away and keep his footing in the mud.

Dekklis was in similar difficulty in the ghost roads, fighting as much for balance as her own life. They might have touched shoulders, if they had fought on the same side of the world. Might have braced each other up and fought as partners. But Dekklis had the God on her side, and he had—

A dog. A svartjagr, diving out of the sky. Salis, who knew she was dying, who had that set to her jaw that said not in the mud. She scooped up the javelin, set herself in front of the wurm, drew all that attention onto herself, and cast the weapon.

The God circled left and struck from behind, leaping up onto Tal’Shik’s back and slicing deep. There was no moonlight on his blade, but the God had his own tricks, his own poison. His blade burned orange, flames hissing as it slid into Tal’Shik’s back, and she pitched forward, sideways, sprawled half on her side.

Veiko leaped onto the wurm’s ribs, stuck the axe in, and pulled himself higher. Climbed onto her back that way, until he could brace between her broken wings.

The wurm snapped Salis between her teeth and flung her broken body sidelong, sent it skipping like a stone across the mud. Her head was low, her neck dipped and down.

Dekklis darted in and cut Tal’Shik a second time. Lightning spidered over her hide and her shape slipped. Hazed. Flickered between wurm and woman.

Veiko sang himself steady as he ran up between the wurm’s shoulders on shifting bone and muscle and chopped the base of her neck. The bones shattered under the impact. The wurm shuddered. Flopped, suddenly limp. Unable to do more than roll her eyes at Veiko as he jumped down again and came around in front of her.

Veiko saw clearly when the wurm in the ghost-roads turned woman again, small and suddenly frail. And he saw Dekklis move forward and thrust moon-blade through Tal’Shik’s chest. Saw Tal’Shik reach her fist into Dekklis. He saw their blood run together, as hand and steel found the other’s heart.

He saw the Laughing God’s face contort in a shout or a name. And then he reached too, for Tal’Shik’s heart.

The witchery ended then, and the worlds shuddered back into their borders. There was only one wurm now, who had once been a woman, who had become an avatar. Flesh and bone.

Veiko split her skull, and that was the end of it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

It wasn’t every day Snow got an invitation to Sandor’s. The restaurant sat on its very own demi-Tier on the edge of the Arch, cordoned off from the rest of Illharek by a set of steel gates and a pair of the biggest women Snow had seen this far south. Ex-legion, obviously, and just as obviously armed. Sandor’s wasn’t a place you went unless you belonged there. Which she didn’t, except by Bel’s invitation.

Snow had walked past the place dozens of times. But this was her first walk across the delicate, entirely conjured stone bridge to its wrought-iron gate. Fuck and damn, look at it: little stone ropes and knots, texture like worn wooden planks. You had to admire the craft. That was adept-level conjuring in service of highborn vanity. Sandor’s was a favorite among Senators, and the highborn, and, evidently, Adept Uosuk Belaery.

Dekklis would’ve hated the place. Snow hadn’t ever asked what it was highborn did with themselves when they weren’t running Illharek, but she knew—had known—Szanys Dekklis well enough to know she’d roll her eyes at that little stone bridge.

Fuck and damn, Dek.

Dekklis would’ve rolled eyes at Snow’s choice to dress northerner, too, to a place like Sandor’s. Leather trousers, however new and unscarred, drew stares. So did the seax on her hip. Snow wore an Illhari citizen’s ink, and there was no law against citizens carrying weapons, but in the Tiers, it wasn’t the fashion. That custom was a pre-Purge remnant, when the Tiers had been full of godsworn and metal hadn’t been much of a danger.

Dekklis had never much liked attention. Not before all the titles, certainly not after.

Snow dragged her gaze along the balcony tables, the people pretending not to see her walking up to the door. Any one of them could be godsworn, yeah. No way Dek’d arrested all of them. But godsworn might be worthless, if Tal’Shik were well and truly dead.

Someone had to’ve named that day by now. The Battle of Tal’Shik. The Battle of the Taliri. The Battle of Toadshit and Heresy, in Which the Gods Died.

Belaery would know. Belaery was probably the one who’d name it. Belaery was writing the toadfucking Archive account, which was why Snow reckoned she’d gotten invited to Sandor’s in the first place. Shrugs and one-word answers were fine for Senate reports, yeah, but Bel wanted better than that.

It was definitely making Sandor’s guards nervous. Snow was almost across the little bridge now, almost to the delicate black iron gates. One of the guards had squared up and dropped her hand to her weapon, a casual grip that didn’t fool Snow at all. Her partner squared up beside her. Maybe they’d ask Snow to leave when she got closer. It wasn’t genteel to shout. Or maybe they’d just throw her off the edge of the pretty little bridge.

Briel didn’t like that idea. Sent a svartjagr’s impression of just how far down was. Briel herself was nearby, circling with the rest of the svartjagr. There’d been an excess of them around since the dragon and the Taliri. They loved battlefields.

Easy, Snow wished Briel. No one’s throwing me off.

She cocked a smile at the guards. Held her hands out, empty and open. No threat.

True, fuck and damn. She’d wrapped the God-kissed burn on her right palm and put a glove over that. Thin black leather, fingerless, to hide the bandage. To look like an affectation, not an injury. A conjuror with a wounded hand was no danger at all.

The guard in the front opened the gate. Held it, like a bondie for a matron. Tsabrak would’ve choked, seeing this. Dekklis too. Aneki. Almost everyone in her toadfucking acquaintance.

“Snowdenaelikk,” said the larger of the two guards, who was almost eye-level and damn near twice as wide. “You’re expected.” She gestured through Sandor’s guts to the distant, private balcony that overlooked the Riverwalk, beside another stretch of conjured stone-rope-and-plank wall.

Snow grimaced. There she was, Adept Uosuk Belaery, in the bright splash of an adept’s robe, like silver-trimmed blood. Her topknot, black as Briel’s hide, was neat and slick and flawless. Belaery stood up to greet her, which was a courtesy. Which got a lot of looks from surrounding diners, surprise and calculation both.

Snow threaded through the tables. Walked like she had into Rata’s tavern, last spring, chin up, shoulders back, hand on the seax’s hilt. No Veiko at her back, and that ached; but no way he’d’ve got in here, axe and braids and skraeling fair. Even if they knew he was the dragonbane, even on Belaery’s express invitation.

“Snowdenaelikk,” said Belaery. She smiled. Gestured at the single empty seat. There was a carafe of something red on the table, some of it already in Belaery’s cup.

“The doormeat knows my name,” Snow said, and sat, clearing the seax with long practice. Let the sneak-eyed watchers at the next table note that, yeah. Let them wonder. “You passing my description around, Bel?”

“They wouldn’t let you in otherwise. You’re distinctive, but not in a way that inclines people to let you into respectable establishments.” Belaery poured some of the red into Snow’s cup. “This is another Riku vintage. Twelve years old, yeah? Really excellent. It’s a blend of Jutson and Holopainnen varietals.”

“Huh.” Snow picked up the cup. Sniffed and sipped and held the liquid in her mouth, pretending to taste whatever people like Bel did in fancy wines. Her palate had its own attunements, and it wasn’t finding anything. She swallowed, finally. The wine burned a little. Hit the empty of her gut and bloomed warm. “It’s, ah, good.”

Bel shook her head. “You were tasting for poisons, weren’t you? Snow. Fuck and damn.”

“Didn’t reckon you’d do it. But.” Snow shrugged. “If the help knows I’m coming, then everyone does. And that information could get sold to people who’d like to see me dead.”

“Dekklis arrested the godsworn. And your friends in the Suburba handled things down there. You’re perfectly safe.” But Belaery was eyeing her own cup now, and frowning. “Is this how it is for you all the time? This paranoia?”

“Only in Illharek.”

Belaery snorted. “What, no enemies in the north?”

“No. And no friends, either, anymore.” Like chewing glass to say that.

Belaery had the grace to wince and look somewhere else. “I’ve ordered for us. If that’s all right. Although now I’m a little worried about poison.”

Snow twisted out a smile. “Long as it’s not fish, yeah?”

“It’s not.” Bel chuckled. Sat back and gazed over the rail, toward Illharek’s mouth. The late afternoon sun slanted in, spangling silver off the river. “You know, the dragon’s still smoking. The corpse, I mean.”

“So’s the earth. The land’s black to treeline. I think there’s fire underground.”

Belaery cut her a narrow look. “I didn’t think you’d gone out there since—” She winced again. “Since.”

Snow shrugged. She took a slow breath, past the jagged stone in her chest, and tilted her tone to Academy-trained neutral. “I wanted to look at the dragon, yeah? Up close. Compare it to what I know about svartjagr. The wings are the same. I reckon the guts have to be different, since the dragon spits venom.”

“And calls lightning. The heavy infantry took serious losses.”

“Saw that. The legion’s collecting every corpse with metal melted to its bones. The rest, they’re leaving for the svartjagr and the crows. That’s asking for plague, Bel. You know it.”

“I do, but I’m not going to fight that particular battle with Acting First Legate K’Hari, just now. You know, Snowdenaelikk, I can get you up close to the dragon corpse, if you want. Tethni’s got a team going over it.”

“Saw them when I was out there.” Snow plucked a small black fruit off the tray. It was salty. A little sour. “She was arguing with a legion trooper. They’re making a little shrine out by the carcass. Swords, helmets, icons, little bottles of oil. Tethni looked like she wanted them to get rid of it. They didn’t seem inclined. Evidently, everyone thinks Dek died out there killing the dragon. But I reckon Tethni knows the dragon died of an axe-split skull.”

“She does.” Belaery grimaced. “The adepts on the barge knows Dekklis went into the ghost roads, and that she died in the ghost roads. But the troops think otherwise, and it’s simpler to let them.”

“You heard the toadshit they’re singing in the taverns? Dekklis would be fucking appalled.”

“That’s what the living do for the dead. Make up songs about them. Truth makes bad history and worse ballads, yeah? Right now, Illharek needs a story and a hero. I need the truth.”

Snow pushed her cup around, one-handed. “You know that body laying in the Senate, the one they’re saying is Dek’s? It’s a scout named Salis, yeah? From the Sixth. She tried to arrest me once, at Davni, when all of this started. She served with K’Hess Kenjak. Write that in your Archives.”

Belaery nodded. “I will. Salis. But what I don’t know is—did Dekklis kill Tal’Shik in the ghost roads?”

“I have no fucking idea.”

“Does Veiko—”

“No fucking idea, Belaery. Tal’Shik’s vanished. That could mean anything.”

“I’m just trying to get the facts right. For the Archives, Snow. It’s important.”

“For the Archives.” Snow closed her eyes. Took a deep breath and held it. She’d argued with Dek once about the Archives’ importance. That history couldn’t be left to politicians and storytellers or even adepts. Leave it to a half-blood heretic, then. 

“All right. I don’t think anything like Tal’Shik can really die. Not in the sense of gone-for-good, like the dragon out there. Spirits like that leave…marks. Echoes. That’s what Veiko says. There’s an exchange, always. ‘Dek and Tal’Shik killed each other’ sounds poetic, but the truth is, someone’s still there. Which one of them came out stronger—I don’t know. I want to believe it’s Dekklis, but I don’t see how it could be. Unless the God helped her. He had his hand in it, too.”

Belaery raised an eyebrow. “You mean he helped.”

“I mean he had his hand in Tal’Shik’s chest, reaching for her heart. Veiko saw that, but not how it ended. So, if you see Istel walking around, might be trouble.” Snow shrugged. “You want more detail, you should go ask Ari.”

“But not you?”

“Not me.”

Belaery sipped her own wine. Eyed Snow over the rim. “I wish you’d tell me what happened.”

“I did tell you. That’s how we both know it’s toadshit, what they’re saying about Dek. Veiko killed the dragon.”

“I mean, about your hand.”

The God burned me. The God let me go. The God saved my life.

And crippled her conjuring, and left her fucking useless.

Snow closed her ruined right hand. “Fuck and damn, Bel. It’s a battle-wound, yeah? Call it that.”

“Tethni said it looked like a burn when she pulled you out of the river.”

“Then ask Tethni about it.”

“You should at least let someone look at it.”

“Who, you? I’m the chirurgeon, Bel, what can you do? Or is this for the Archive, too?”

“I didn’t say I should look at it. And it’s not for the Archive.” Belaery sat back, halfway between indignation and genuine hurt. “I’m worried, that’s all.”

Because a conjuror needed her hands, because Belaery suspected the injury was that bad. So easy to lie, yeah, Snow had been good at it. But not about this. Not to Bel, who’d see through it. Who could do her own reckoning, what a burn across a whole palm might do to a conjuror.

“Yeah. Well. I can’t manage witchfire. Yet. I’ll know more when it heals.” Snow swallowed past the knot in her throat. “The God did it, yeah? Before he pushed me out of the ghost-roads. I was his right hand, and now I’m not. That’s why I don’t know if he’s alive or dead. I’m not godsworn anymore.”

“Snow.” Bel’s eyes were wide. Trying to reckon if she’d asked for it, or if she’d been a victim of the Laughing God’s malice.

Good fucking question, yeah, but pity was intolerable, and Bel was one blink from saying something Snow wouldn’t forgive.

The server saved their friendship: a fine-boned barely-man, Dvergir and wearing an indentured’s sigil. Snow looked at it. Fresh, yeah, still raw on the edges. He might’ve been Tsabrak, a dozen years ago. If Tsabrak had been here, putting plates of olives and warm bread and oil on a table, maybe he wouldn’t have found the God. Maybe he wouldn’t have needed him.

Or maybe even servers at Sandor’s needed the God because of that toadfucking indentured mark that made them someone’s temporary property.

Fuck and damn, Dek. You died too soon.

Snow ripped a corner off the bread, dipped it in oil. Made herself chew and swallow. “So what, you’re on the Adept Council now?”

“Not yet. But I will be, after the next vote.” Belaery let herself smile. “I’ll be the youngest elected ever.”

“Well. Congratulations.” Snow raised the glass in a tavern salute. “You earned it.”

“You know I wouldn’t be here without you. And I know it. I owe you. Listen, when I’m Council, I can make sure you get your Academy posting. You earned that.”

“I earned it a dozen years ago. Didn’t matter then. The fuck do I care now?”

“You’re still a chirurgeon.”

“You mean, even with this?” Snow waved the wounded hand. “I might never do really fine work again. Nothing like what I did with Briel’s wings.”

“You can teach.”

“I can’t. I’m toadshit at teaching. But if you want to pay me back, then I have a favor to ask.” Snow leaned across the table. Dropped her voice. “Get K’Hess Soren admitted to the Academy. He’s got some interest in apothecary work. Probably be a good chirurgeon, too.”

“The last K’Hess son.” Belaery stopped chewing. Swallowed like she’d forgotten what it was she was eating. “His mother might object.”

“Then make his appointment a toadfucking official honor so she can’t refuse it. For services rendered to the Academy of Illharek. Or just take him and don’t tell anyone who he is. Get his House sigil changed. Make him look like a freed indentured.”

“That would be illegal. Changing the ink.”

Snow raised both brows. “Belaery. Please. Illegal? Besides. You can interview him, yeah? Get his story for the Archives.”

“Fine, all right. I’ll get him a post. But you should stay, yeah? Help him adjust.”

“Soren’s tough. He doesn’t need me.” Snowdenaelikk slammed back the last of her wine—a crime to drink it like that, see Bel wince, and the appalled stares from neighboring tables. She set the glass down hard. “I’m done with Illharek. I reckon you knew that already.”

“I—hoped otherwise.”

“I think you even mean that.”

“Of course I do. Snow. Where will you go?”

“Don’t know. Doesn’t matter. North, maybe. Veiko needs another dog. The southern types are too small to hunt anything bigger than rats.”

“And you’re going with him.”

“Nothing for me here, yeah? Noidghe don’t belong in Illharek.” Snow leaked a smile, crooked and honest. “Put that in your histories.”

She stood up then. Waited for Bel to join her. Illhari custom said old friends might embrace, but no one here knew that history. They’d only see Adept and half-blood, remark on the intimacy. Someone might remember Bel’s mother was Midtowner. A woman who aspired to be First Adept didn’t need that kind of toadshit.

So Snow forgave Bel’s hesitation and offered her left hand instead. A northerner’s leave-taking. An outlander’s leave-taking.

Bel winced. Then she squeezed Snow’s hand hard enough to make the crooked finger creak. “Give Veiko my regards.”

“I will. You take care, Bel.” Snow hesitated. Then: “Do me one more favor, yeah?”

“What?”

“Stop dyeing your hair.”

* * *

Veiko poked a stick into fire. The puppy, who had not yet earned a name, charged at the sparks, snapping and growling.

Snow caught him by his tail and hauled him back. “Idiot. You’ll fall in, yeah? Or burn your mouth.”

“And he will learn from the mistake.” Veiko stuck a leg out and nudged the puppy back a second time. “Logi made the same error, and he recovered well.”

The older of his dogs—and the wiser, ancestors defend them all—gazed out into the late summer night and pretended not to hear his name. Somewhere overhead, Briel sliced patterns into the warm air and pretended to hunt and mostly kept watch. Animals had come creeping back in the absence of raiders and dragon. Briel was convinced there were wolves.

There were not, Veiko knew. But there were people in the valley again. Illharek had come back to Cardik. The legions swarmed the walls during daylight, armed with hammers, and with more than a few topknotted conjurors among them. There were caravans, too, coming up from Illharek, carpenters and conjurors, enterprising shop owners from the Suburba, looking for opportunity. Settlers in the homesteads, raising timbers for houses and barns, turning the soil in the fields. An open-air market had sprouted up near the front gates, tents and vendors arranged without pattern, stitched together by muddy lanes and layers of smoke. And in that market: three merchants with litters of good northern pups, all at inconvenient distances from each other, each requiring multiple visits, until Snow had suggested they might be grown dogs before Veiko made his choice.

And so he had, finally: this one, black and white, blue-eyed, large-pawed. Unafraid of Briel, even when she hissed. Unafraid of Logi. Unafraid of fires, too, evidently. And inclined to follow Snowdenaelikk, which she claimed to hate; but Veiko had noted who it was that picked up the tired, frightened puppy on the hike up the ridgeline to their camp.

They had a good view of the valley from here, the road and the city. Witchfires and torches studded the new walls, marked out the lines of repaired streets trailing up toward the garrison on one end and down to Market Bridge on the other. The Warren was still dark.

A man could not say where his partner was looking, except at Cardik. But a man could guess she was looking where Still Waters had been. That she was looking somewhen else, into memory. Her left hand, with its crooked finger, wound around her right. Squeezing, twisting, the thumb rubbing over and over the shiny burn scars on her palm where the godmark had been.

Veiko reached over and folded her hand between his own and pressed it flat.

He thought she would pull away at first. Then she sighed and made her hand relax in his, and shivered. “You wait, Veiko. They’ll be venerating Dekklis by year’s end. Civic honor first, and then every damn fool with a statue at home, lighting candles to it. Tal’Shik will be back before spring, only she’ll be wearing Dek’s face.”

“She will not be the same if she does return.”

“No.” Snow grimaced. “But the God will be, assuming he survived. And then that toadshit starts again. Tal’Shik and the Laughing God, tearing Illharek apart between them.”

“Istel loved Illharek. And he cared very much for Dekklis. That will alter their balance.”

“You forget who’s in there with him. Tsabrak never loved anyone.”

No, Veiko did not say. Snow had been the Laughing God’s right hand, and he could have—should have, by everything Veiko understood about gods and godsworn and that God in particular—thrown her against Tal’Shik in his own defense. Instead, the Laughing God had dissolved her oath and obligation, burned his mark off her flesh, cast her out of the ghost roads. Risked his victory, perhaps himself, to spare her. He had not taken her hand out of malice. Spirits did not give gifts, that was all. Tsabrak had given her what he could, and taken as little as he could, and then he had let her go. And for Tsabrak, that might count as love.

Veiko held his silence and watched the puppy stalk Logi’s tail, turning his head where he would once have glanced sidelong. Snow had shown him a mirror, let him see the little bald patch the venom had left in his eyebrow, the shiny-slick streak of scar that ran down his cheek. His left eye, grey as the ghost roads.

A hunter could manage one-eyed if he had two dogs and a svartjagr. If he had a partner.

Snow coughed up a laugh’s poor cousin. “If Tal’Shik does come back, we’re in trouble. Three working hands and three working eyes between us.”

Veiko thought it more likely that the chieftain’s hunters would find them than Tal’Shik, but Snow did not need to hear that, and besides: “We have had good luck so far.”

“Only a fool relies on luck, yeah? That’s what you always tell me.”

And he had been a fool, ancestors knew. A wise man did not kill a thieving chieftain’s son or become an outlaw. A wise man would have stayed in his village. Married Kaari’s daughter. Lived and died a hunter and a herder and never walked on the ghost roads. A wise man would have let a half-blood woman face legion soldiers alone in the snow.

“Then I am lucky to be a fool.”

Firelight kissed her nose and lips, gleamed like stars in her midnight eyes. “See now. I think that’s a wise man’s answer.”
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