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She stepped into the chamber, and a voice thundered in her head the instant her footstep touched the stone.

IT BEGINS.

The sound came from everywhere, and nowhere, reverberating in her ears as though her head were an orchestral hall.

She froze, waiting. Nothing changed. The lights on either side of the map pulsed. She went to the device, feeling her heart thundering as though Anati had pumped her full of Red.

The continents and textures were all the same. There were still thick forests covering the westernmost continent, where New Sarresant nestled on the ocean’s shore. Broad mountains rose on the eastern landmass, burning deserts in the South, deep jungles near Jun cities, rolling arctic plains in the North near Yuli’s home. But the Divide was gone.
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PART 1: SPRING

THE SISTER’S STOLEN GRACE




1

SARINE

Library

The Gods’ Seat

The air shimmered in front of her, and the pages of the book in her lap turned without being touched.

She sat cross-legged on the cold stone floor. Shelves of books lined the walls, tomes more ancient than the oldest, most decrepit scrolls in the best-preserved libraries in the world. She’d chosen a stack that lay piled beside her, books written in long-dead languages covering metaphysics, strategy, religion; anything that might touch, however obliquely, on the coming war between her and her enemy, between Regnant and Veil. The selections had been hers, but today’s reading was prompted by the shimmering man-shape rippling the air in front of her. She sat, waiting, as the pages turned, seemingly of their own accord, while the Watcher thumbed through the volume, seeking whatever it was he wanted her to see.

He’s frustrated, Anati thought to her. Her kaas lay perched atop another stack of books, the ones she’d pulled aside yesterday that had yet to be reshelved. Anati’s scales seemed to shine, as though reflecting an unseen light of purple and soft blue. He’s looking for something he can’t find.

“I thought this was his library,” she said. “And he’s been here for what, tens of thousands of years? You’d think he’d know it all by now.”

“The ghost giving you trouble today, sister?” Yuli asked. The Natarii clanswoman sat on the opposite side of the chamber, in a chair that seemed designed to match the tattoos on her face, hides stretched over sharply pointed bone. A massive tome of Jun Imperial history lay open on her lap, each of its pages illustrated in rich color.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “This is the third book he’s had me stare at while he flicks the pages. Anati says he’s looking for something.”

“That’s positive, then, isn’t it?” Yuli said. “You’re close to something he considers important.”

“Maybe,” she said. “How about you? Learning anything about our enemies?”

“Not really,” Yuli said. “Except did you know Tigai was born under the sign of the Rooster, according to their sky-scholars? Supposedly it means he is hardworking and industrious, though that fits him about as well as gloves on a falcon.”

“Well, if it says anything about their armies, or weaknesses in their strategic thinking,” she said. “Let me know so we can add it to Erris’s lists.”

Yuli folded the tome delicately closed atop her lap. “Armies?” she said. “I thought this was going to be decided by champions, ours against theirs, once the Divide comes down.”

“It is,” she said. “Or, it should be. I don’t know. Some of the Watcher’s reading is making me ask questions. All of the more recent books only talk about champions, but some of the earliest ones go on and on about armies and battles, wars that cover every continent. He seems to want me to read those especially. I’m not sure why.”

There, Anati thought. He’s found it.

She turned her attention back to the book lying open in her lap. Suddenly the pages had stopped turning, and the left page was depressed, as the Watcher pushed an invisible finger into the second paragraph.

The script was one of the ancient ones; the characters blurred and became readable in her mind without her needing to think or study them too closely. One of many benefits to her bond with Anati, and an especially useful one in a library as old as this. She started reading where the Watcher’s finger dented the page.

“See, this is another one,” she said. “It says here they ‘could devise a game to control for the chaos of war, where a champion might’ . . . wait.”

“A champion might wait?” Yuli said. “What does that mean?”

“No, I mean . . . wait,” she said. She read the passage again. “Anati, who wrote this?”

Doesn’t it say on the spine? Anati thought to her. Or inside the cover? That’s how your books are usually made, isn’t it?

“Yes,” she said, inserting a finger to hold the place. “This book is Meditations on Light and Shadow, written by a man who calls himself Dominus. But people have other names. I’ve read three books I’m sure were written by Axerian now, using three different names, and this is in a similar style . . . only it’s older. I’m sure of it. The way this writer talks, it’s as though all of this, all of the champions and the war between Regnant and Veil . . . it’s as though . . .”

“As though what?” Yuli said. “What does it say?”

She scanned it again, starting from the place where the Watcher’s finger had indented the page.

“It’s as though it hadn’t happened yet, when this was written,” she said. “Listen to this: ‘We could divide the world in two in the regenerative stages, isolating the systems bound to her, and to him. Using champions as proxies, a game structure for power transitions minimizes risk of interference from the apex lines of emergent strains not bound to either master.’ It sounds like whoever is writing this is talking about instituting the whole thing. The champions, control over the Soul, all of it.”

“That sounds like a stretch,” Yuli said. “Are you sure it couldn’t mean something else?”

“No,” she said. “Here, it actually calls them by name: ‘Absent direct interference by Regnant or Veil, the proposed Divide-based game structure ensures retention of control by isolating powers that might theoretically contest the champions at the fulcrum point of each transition.’ Anati, where did this book come from?”

What? Anati thought. You plucked it from the shelf, over there.

“No, I mean, ask him,” she said. “Who wrote this, and how did it get into this library?”

The Watcher sat still and unmoving, an unseen finger still firmly planted in the page. Then slowly the air rippled in the shape of a head nodding.

He says it was written by who it says on the spine. “Dominus.” “The Master.”

“The Master,” she said. “One who came before the Regnant and Veil?”

The air rippled again.

She slid the book out from under his finger, closing it gingerly and saving the place.

“Erris has to see this,” she said, rising to her feet. “I have to study this. This could change everything. It talks about the whole thing, the champions, the Divide, the struggle for control of the bloody world, as though it were a game. Something they devised to keep outsiders from interfering.”

Yuli joined her on her feet, falling into step with her as they left the library behind.

“How could they devise anything together?” Yuli asked as they walked. The cold stone from the library floor extended through the passages, spiraling outward toward where the Gods’ Seat had made rooms for her, and each of her champions. They’d been here since the last ascensions, her and Yuli, Erris and Arak’Jur and Reyne and Tigai. Trapped, or at least in stasis, with only the map room and Erris’s Need bindings for contact with the outside world. “Aren’t the Regnant and Veil mortal enemies?”

“As far as I know,” she said. “Maybe they were, and this ‘Master’ devised his game to keep their conflicts in check? I don’t know. I’ve only read a few pages. We need to study it to know for sure.”

“But why would it be printed and published?” Yuli said. “Did this ‘Master’ have an audience for his thoughts on how to devise systems to control the world?”

“I have no idea,” she said. “You’re right, though: It’s not like the Veil’s journals. This was printed and bound.”

“I’m only asking because I want to be sure we’re not misinterpreting,” Yuli said. “Maybe this was fiction, and it only sounds like it does because that’s what you want to find.”

“I agree, we need to be cautious, but it referred to them by name,” she said. “It sounds clear to me. We’ll see what Erris thinks.”

“It mentioned ‘others,’ too,” Yuli said. “Others . . . peers of the Regnant and Veil? I wonder who it might mean.”

She left that part unanswered, ignoring the chill she felt at Yuli’s words. It was only a few paragraphs, but already the book threatened to shake her understanding of where they were, and why. A game? If the Regnant and Veil were playing a game, she was entirely ignorant of the rules. And rules could be broken. Games could be set aside. Too many had died already; how many more might die with them if all of it up to now had been a game?

She and Yuli took familiar passages spiraling outward from the Soul. The library room was one of the closest to the burning light at this place’s heart. Their private chambers lined the halls leading outward, toward the map room and a handful of other, emptier chambers whose purposes she hadn’t yet been able to discern. The strange art and sculpture here was slowly being replaced by the familiar, the longer they stayed: Sarresant paintings had begun to appear on the walls in place of the smeared inks and wrought iron, at least near her, Erris’s, and Reyne’s chambers, whereas Tigai’s hall had murals of Jun soldiers, and Yuli’s had plinths with limestone sculptures of fearsome warrior-women as marked and tattooed as she was. None of them, so far as she knew, had asked the Watcher to change the décor, yet it had changed all the same. More mysteries of this place, and always too many for her to unravel.

A rap on the carved white door was met by silence from within. She opened it anyway, and stepped inside.

Erris’s desk was covered with papers. Loose parchments and three separate inkwells had been pushed to the edges, while maps spread out across most of its surface. More maps and parchments scrawled with notes lay on the low table between two of her couches, marked with blue bars and lines to denote the current disposition of the Imperial armies of New Sarresant, Thellan, and Gand. The Empress herself sat behind her desk, slumped against her ornately carved chair, both eyes rolled up into her head so only the whites gazed out over her papers and maps. For anyone else she might have panicked, rushed to offer aid in the form of Life and Body. For Erris, it meant her consciousness was elsewhere, sent to attend meetings or deliberations through one of her vessels, through the power of Need.

“May as well sit comfortably while we wait,” Yuli said. “I wonder if the Watcher will have anticipated us coming . . . mmm, and there it is.”

A tray of tea sat atop one of Erris’s cabinets, piping hot, with a plate divided between Sarresant biscuits and what Yuli had called Natarii dipping cakes. Yuli fetched the tray, carefully folding one of Erris’s maps to clear space on the low table.

“There are some parts of this place I’m going to miss,” Yuli said. “Hot tea ready and waiting before you even know you want it. Like having an army of Jun palace servants watching over you, and not one of them inclined to sell your secrets to your enemies.”

She sat across from Yuli, tucking both legs under her atop the cushions and reopening the Watcher’s book to where she’d saved the place. Erris would return from her Need connections soon enough. Until then, she might as well make good use of the time.

The virtues of a game-structure would be twofold in principle: First, to ensure a regulated transition with minimal oversight between the Regnant and Veil while inuring their systems from influence from the outside; second, to select for refined genetic stock to be bred among survivors into each of the program’s next phases.

Most of the words made sense as she read them, though the broader picture eluded her. Yuli was right to be cautious. But this was describing the Regnant and Veil, it said so in specific terms. And something else, these “outsiders” and “others” the text made mention of. She thumbed ahead looking for the word, and found it again three paragraphs down:

On exceptions to the point of non-interference: The rival claimants would of necessity need to be rebuffed by the principals; both Regnant and Veil must be free to respond to the threat of the others imbuing champions of their own to contest each cycle’s victory.

Champions of their own rang in her ears as she read it. There were champions bound to her, and champions bound to him. That was supposed to be the end of it; whichever side killed the others would gain control of the Soul of the World.

“Yuli,” she said, rereading the passage again to be sure she’d gotten it right. “Take a look at this. I think it says there could be other champions. Here, and here.”

She pointed, turning the book around to face the opposite couch.

The couch was empty.

She hadn’t heard Yuli get up to leave, and it wasn’t like Yuli to go without saying anything, no matter how absorbed she was in whatever books or scrolls she was studying. She frowned, glancing toward the door. Still closed, and she hadn’t heard the hinges or the latch. Even Yuli’s tea was still there, sitting on a stand beside the couch, with a half-eaten dipping cake lying beside the cup.

“Sister?” she called toward the door. Erris wouldn’t hear or notice anything while her senses were wrapped up in Need. “Yuli?”

Nothing.

She closed the book, turning to face Erris’s desk.

Erris was gone, too.

All the maps were still there, the ornate desk chair still as it had been when the Empress sat in it. Impossible for Erris to have returned from her Need binding and left with Yuli without either of them making a sound. She’d been studying the Watcher’s book for no more than a minute or two. A few cautious steps toward the desk gave her a view of Erris’s sleeping room, adjoined to her workspace. Nothing.

“Erris!” she shouted, hearing agitation creep into her voice as she left Erris’s chambers and returned to the stone hallway. “Yuli!” When nothing came she added the others: “Arak’Jur! Tigai!” And even finally, “Reyne!”

No response, other than the echo of her own voice as it rebounded through the stone.

She ran through the twisting halls, still calling for her champions. Tigai’s chambers were as empty as Erris’s had been. Arak’Jur’s were silent. The Gods’ Seat had never been welcoming, or familiar, whatever comforts had been put here on their behalf, but at least she hadn’t been alone. She’d spent many late hours studying in the library, knowing that only Erris was likely to still be awake in her chambers. The silence was different now, the silence of empty halls instead of quiet ones.

She checked every room as the halls spiraled outward. Empty. Finally she reached the last, the room they’d arrived in, farthest from the light of the Soul burning at the Gods’ Seat’s core. It had been decorated with crude wall drawings and wrought iron sculpture then; those were gone now, leaving the space empty save for the device that gave the room its name.

A map of the world spread atop a table more akin to a stone altar, covering the back half of the room. Details sculpted onto the map made it come alive; it was as though every mountain, every tree of every forest had been replicated atop its table in all their textured contours, as though you were a God reaching down to touch the world whenever you stood over it. No sign of her champions here either. But something on the map had changed. Lights shone from either side, beams of pure white rising from the map’s edges.

She stepped into the chamber, and a voice thundered in her head the instant her footstep touched the stone.

IT BEGINS.

The sound came from everywhere, and nowhere, reverberating in her ears as though her head were an orchestral hall.

She froze, waiting. Nothing changed. The lights on either side of the map pulsed. She went to the device, feeling her heart thundering as though Anati had pumped her full of Red.

The continents and textures were all the same. There were still thick forests covering the westernmost continent, where New Sarresant nestled on the ocean’s shore. Broad mountains rose on the eastern landmass, burning deserts in the South, deep jungles near Jun cities, rolling arctic plains in the North near Yuli’s home. But the Divide was gone.

Always before when she’d looked down on the map, a searing black line had separated east from west, running directly down its center. She’d stood in the towering shadows that line had represented, crossed through them, felt the screaming in her ears as the shadows closed around her and her companions. Seeing it here had never done it justice, but now it was gone. The land ran unbroken from east to west, the Bhakal continent undivided as it had been by the line of shadow cutting across its sands, jungles, and rolling plains.

Five lights rose from the western edge of the map. Eight from the east. She braced against the tabletop, studying them. Five. Yuli. Arak’Jur. Erris. Tigai. Reyne. Her champions had vanished, but perhaps . . .

She studied one of the western lights. It gave no indicator where its source was on the map; all thirteen of the beams rose from the outer edge, beyond the surfaces depicted in the center. But they seemed to call to her, too. The more she focused, the more the light drew her in, pulling her senses. Her eyes focused on the beam, and her skin, too, feeling its warmth and heat, her tongue and nose tasting the smells on the air, her ears filled with the sounds of . . . birds?

Suddenly she was there. Watching from above.

A clearing in a forest. A decrepit log cabin, long abandoned. Wild grasses grew over and through a broken fence. Cracked glass decorated its windows.

Erris stood next to a stone well, in full military uniform, as she’d been dressed sitting behind her desk in the Gods’ Seat. Her champion seemed to be in a daze, disoriented, as though she’d only now come to, as shocked as Sarine to find out where she’d gone. Sarine tried to call to her, tried to say something, and heard only the sound of her voice echoing in the map room. Erris gave no sign she’d heard. Yet, after no more than a few moments of surprise, Erris pivoted toward the house, searching for something. Sarine tried to call out again, and once again heard only her own voice.

She leaned back, pulling away from the light, and her senses returned to the map room.

Erris was alive. All her champions were; those five lights were her people, wherever they’d been scattered across the world. She looked in on another to confirm it, and found Arak’Jur running through a thick forest. She tried another, and saw Reyne laughing to himself on a street corner she didn’t recognize. The other eight had to be the Regnant’s. She peered to look at one of those, and saw a woman in red silk robes kneeling in the middle of some kind of ceremony, surrounded by what looked like monks dabbing her with a cloth. Another, and she saw a man in white retrieving a sword mounted on a wall, fastening its scabbard to his belt.

It begins, the voice had said, still echoing in her ears. Was the Regnant in a room like this somewhere, looking down on her champions? No way to tell precisely where they were unless she already knew their surroundings, but who could say what the Regnant would be able to discern from a forest, a street corner, an old log cabin. She had to reach her people and warn them.

She blinked, searching for the starfield and the strands. For weeks she’d been kept here, unable to leave the Gods’ Seat. Neither she nor Tigai had been able to sense the strands. Now the waiting was over. Her champions were down there, in danger, but alive. For the first time since their ascensions, she could sense the stars, and the blue sparks of Life, offering her a way to leave the Seat. Whether all of this was a game or no, whatever else the Watcher’s strange book promised to reveal, the voice had been right: This was a beginning, and she meant to find a way to see it all through to its end.




2

YULI

Village of Verkhon
Clan Hoskar Land


IT BEGINS.

Yuli heard the voice in two places. One in Erris’s chambers in the Gods’ Seat, where she sat atop too-soft cushions enjoying a delicious cake of honey and flaky dough with her tea, watching Sarine engrossed in her latest find from the Watcher’s library. But by the time she understood the words sounding in her ears, she was somewhere else.

A dark room lit by early-morning sunlight, with hexagonal walls, a low table stocked with hard bread and cheese, and a man, a woman, and their child, suddenly frozen and staring at her.

The woman screamed, staggering back from the table, while the man moved to protect their child, a girl of no more than five. The Twin Fangs rumbled inside her, a stirring of predator scenting prey. For a moment her emotions mirrored the Twin Fangs’: This was wrong. She wasn’t supposed to be here. She was supposed to be with Sarine, safe and waiting in the Gods’ Seat for the true war with the Regnant to begin.

But she recognized these people’s tattoos. A black mark like a falcon’s wings was inked on the man’s cheekbones. A wolf’s paw covered the woman’s cheeks and the bridge of her nose. Two small dots were inked on either side of the girl child’s face, markings that would grow fuller when it was clear who she was meant to be. Hoskar tattoos. The Gods’ Seat had begun to feel like home, especially in Sarine’s company, and in Tigai’s. But this was her true home. This was Hoskar territory.

“Forgive me, good mother,” she said, bowing where she sat, on the opposite side of their table. “I’m not sure how I came to be here, but I’ve intruded, and spoiled your morning meal.”

The woman fixed her with a look of distrust, but her words, spoken in the Hoskar tongue, softened the feeling between them. The Twin Fangs still stirred in her belly, but it relaxed as the mother did, and the man followed her lead, though the child still stared at her in wonder.

“Magi trickery?” the woman asked.

Yuli nodded. “Has to be.”

“Share bread with us, then,” the woman said, making a ward with her fingers, quickly repeated by the man, and their child. “You are in Gornat Hard Paw’s house, in the village of Verkhon.”

“My mother was from Verkhon,” she said. “It’s my honor to return. I’m Yuli Twin Fangs, daughter of Vannar Long Stride Khan Hoskar.”

The woman made another sign with her fingers, this one to honor the dead.

It seized her heart. No Hoskar would make that sign unless the one they spoke of was laid to rest, dead and mourned. Her father was dead. If not for the bond she shared with Sarine, strengthening her control, the sight might have sent the Twin Fangs into a frenzy.

“You must have been long away, Yuli Khansdaughter,” Gornat said. “Hyman Three Winds leads us now. Your father returned to the earth some months past.”

Tears formed in her eyes, and the Twin Fangs rose in her blood. She longed to let it come, to howl and run and find an animal to kill.

“Are you a warrior?”

The child’s voice pricked through the haze of the Twin Fangs’ rage. Gornat’s husband tsked at the rudeness of the question, but Yuli wiped her eyes and turned to face the girl.

“Yes, little daughter,” Yuli said. “I am.”

The girl stared up at her, and Yuli leaned forward over the table.

“You may touch my tattoos, if your mother allows it,” she said.

The girl glanced at Gornat for permission, before turning back to Yuli, reaching up to run tiny fingers over the Twin Fangs tattoos. A sacred thing, and she remembered well the first time she’d seen the elaborate lines of a warrior’s markings on her mother’s sister’s face, when she’d been no older than this little girl.

“Where are our warriors called to assemble?” she asked, keeping her face low enough for the girl to trace the lines of the claw marks on her forehead.

Gornat and her husband exchanged a look. “Hyman Three Winds has issued no call to war,” Gornat said.

Yuli leaned back. “He must have. When I left with Isaru Mattai, the Empire was already on the brink. Now . . .” She left the rest unsaid, but in the weeks she’d spent with Sarine and the rest at the Gods’ Seat there had been talk of little else. It was never the way of Clan Hoskar to sit out, or let others fight their battles.

“No,” Gornat said quietly. “We’ve heard rumors. But our Khan has said nothing, nor issued any summons.”

A moment of quiet passed between them. War was nothing to be looked for; she’d seen enough of blood and death already to know it. But this was no time to be sitting idly, leaving soldiers harvesting fields and warriors attending the Khans at court. Somehow she’d come here from the Gods’ Seat. It had to mean that the true war, between Regnant and Veil, would soon start in earnest, if it hadn’t already. Not a time to leave the clan’s warriors without direction. She was far from the most senior among her sisters, no matter her father’s standing as Khan. But she was bound as champion to Sarine. She had to lead, or, failing that, to push them to be ready.

“Where is he?” she asked. “Hyman Three Winds?”

“The Khan makes his seat in Tiansei,” Gornat said.

“Thank you for your bread, then, good mother,” she said, rising from the table and offering them a bow.

“You will need horses, and supplies,” Gornat’s husband said. “My brother will see you provisioned, as soon as we can rouse him.”

She shook her head. “Thank you, but no. I must go at once.”

“But it’s a week’s journey to Tiansei,” Gornat’s husband said.

“Not for the Twin Fangs.”

She bowed again, and left.

[image: Illustration]

Snow crunched beneath its feet as the Twin Fangs loped through the trees. It longed to be in control always, to seize the muscles and bone and tissue of this body and change them to reflect its true form. When Yuli had control they were smaller, pale-skinned, narrow-faced, long-haired, with only the tattoos on her face and upper arms to suggest the majesty stirring under her skin. When the Twin Fangs ruled their form they towered over others of her kind, head and shoulders taller than any human, thickly muscled and hairless, with a properly elongated snout, honed and full of sharpened teeth for their enemies. Its limbs surged with power as they ran, bounding on all fours, claws retracted as they pounded through the snow.

Yuli’s emotions stirred deep inside the Twin Fangs’ belly. Fear. Relief. Sadness. Grief. Love. The Twin Fangs felt only hunger; it had been too long since it had been sated. But the two were one now, and had been since the pairing of their souls. Some part of Yuli bled into its emotions as it ran. So the Twin Fangs howled, for its hunger, and for Yuli’s father, and the forest shook with the force of its grief.

The sun had reached its apex when the Twin Fangs scented a man.

A half league distant, but they were well enough away from any Hoskar village. Yuli cautioned it to be careful, to make certain its prey was not a traveler, trader, or fellow clansman under her people’s protection. But no; the scent coursed through its senses as they tracked toward its source. A Jun smell. The Twin Fangs ran in a low crouch, careful to plant its paws in deep snow to mask the sound of its approach. The wind was good. It could hear the Jun man’s heartbeat now. Soon it would eat.

The Twin Fangs roared in frustration as Yuli seized control. Its claws receded. Its jaw shortened, framing a human face, with human skin as she wrenched their body from its grasp.

“Tigai?” Yuli said.

The Jun nobleman stood out against the taiga, wearing the same yellow coat he’d worn to visit her chambers the night before. He was clumsy, with none of a clansman’s grace, and he nearly fell as he staggered away from her, the pistols slung from his belt burning wisps of smoke where they touched the snow.

“Bloody fuck,” Tigai cursed as he recovered his footing. “That creature . . . I’ll never see that thing as you, aryu fuck my eyes if you didn’t have me bloody pissing myself. I almost hooked myself to Gantar Baat.”

She covered the distance between them and wrapped him in her arms. They almost fell together, but she kept them upright. Tigai was well-muscled, and pretty to look at when she could get him out of his coat and silks, but he was a Jun lord, short-statured and soft compared to Hoskar men. She would have wagered on herself in a wrestling match between them, and the Twin Fangs could crush him and never notice he’d been in the way. But he had other gifts, not least where their mutual nakedness was concerned. He loved like a wolf, loyal beyond life and death to his pack, rather than the tiger he tried to pretend he was on the outside. With the burden of her father’s death on her shoulders, she needed that love now, and she took it, holding him close as her tears returned.

“All right, all right,” Tigai said, trying to pull away. “What’s happened? I heard that . . . voice . . . and I woke up in Yanjin Palace, in Dao’s chambers, before I came here.”

“The same for me,” she said. “I heard the voice, ‘it begins,’ then I was in Verkhon, my mother’s birth village. I received news of my father’s death there. But how did you get here?”

“Your father?” Tigai said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t . . . I mean, I’m sorry, for your loss.”

“Wait a moment,” she said. “How did you get here?” They were well away from any settlement, another hour even at the Twin Fangs’ pace to reach the town of Tiansei.

“I could sense the strand connecting us together. It was near enough to an anchor I’d set before, and I figured—”

“You bastard!” she shouted. “You set an anchor outside Tiansei so you could move your pirates to attack the town. You’ve raided here, on Hoskar lands!”

“It was years ago!” Tigai shouted back. “How was I to know it was your people? I didn’t even know who the fuck you were at the time.”

“And count yourself lucky for that,” she said, her eyes narrowing. The Twin Fangs’ rage resurfaced; she fought to keep it in check.

“Look, I came here to get you. I can sense Sarine’s half of the world now, through the starfield and the strands. Do you realize what that means? We’ve got bigger problems than some raids I might or might not have done several years ago. The Divide is down; it has to be. We need to find Sarine and Erris d’Arrent and figure out what we’re supposed to be doing.”

“I know what I’m supposed to be doing,” she said.

She left him with a confused look, though she refrained from letting the Twin Fangs return. It meant traveling at a tenth the speed, but between grief for her father and rage for Tigai’s piracy, she couldn’t have guaranteed the Twin Fangs wouldn’t tear him to shreds if she gave it control. A blessing, that her bond with Sarine let her decide when they would change. If she hadn’t been bonded, the Twin Fangs would have seized their body whether she willed it or no.

“Yuli,” Tigai said, tromping after her through the snow. “Please, be reasonable.”

“I find out my lover has the blood of my clan on his hands,” she said. “I learn this on the same day I learn of my father’s death, and you think it’s unreasonable that I feel emotion? Am I a stone?”

He missed a step. She noticed. It wasn’t right for her to be angry at him for something he’d done years before. He could as well have been furious at her for the Jun soldiers she’d killed in wars long since settled. But she had every right to feel something, and she meant to hold to it for as long as she pleased.

“All right,” Tigai said. “Look, I’m sorry.”

She said nothing, though a small smile slipped through her façade, kept well hidden as they walked.

“Where are we anyhow?” Tigai continued. “Somewhere in Hoskar lands, clearly, far to the north. Shouldn’t I take us to New Sarresant, or somewhere we can meet with the others?”

“As I said, I know what I’m supposed to be doing,” she said. “My clan’s Khan is in Tiansei. I want my sisters, the Hoskar warriors on our side in this war. You can come along, if only to bring us to New Sarresant when I’ve finished.”

“Ah,” Tigai said. “Tiansei.”

She took another few steps before rounding on him.

“You have an anchor there, too, don’t you?” she said.

“I didn’t know!” Tigai said. “It’s not as if there’s a sign in front of the town saying, ‘Watch out: The girl you love is going to be from here!’ ”

“You are a fucking bastard, Yanjin Tigai,” she said.

“I know,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

“Just take us,” she said, and she moved to stand near him as he closed his eyes.
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The sounds of civilization filled her ears, an abrupt shift from weeks spent in contemplation at the Gods’ Seat. They were standing on a broad thoroughfare, where farmers and traders pulled carts to travel to or from market. Hexagonal buildings like the ones in Verkhon lined the streets as tobacconists, taverns, clothier’s shops, and fur traders. But the largest of all stood in front of them, a palace of wood and stone built low to the ground, wide enough to swallow three blocks’ worth of space: the clan chiefs’ meeting hall.

Tigai followed her in silence as she mounted the steps. Hyman Three Winds had been her father’s closest advisor. A fine choice for Khan, in the wake of his death, but she knew the sight of Hyman wearing the albino bear’s mantle of his station would send her renewed tears. She’d loved her father. It was a cruel world that would take him without letting her say goodbye.

Two guards stood on either side of the door to the hall. Both men, carrying pistols and swords, which made them soldiers, not warriors. They bowed at the sight of her Twin Fangs tattoos, then straightened as Tigai attempted to follow behind.

“This is no place for an unmarked Jun man,” one of the guards said. “He stays.”

“He is bound to me by blood and magic,” Yuli said. “He comes, on my honor, at my side.”

Both guards bowed again. “Peace and health, warrior,” the two men said together.

They went inside.

The smells of wood and smoke greeted them as they crossed the threshold, and she led them toward where her father had kept his chambers, deep within the second building on the grounds. Little had changed since she’d last walked these halls. Attendants and bureaucrats bowed and made proper deference as she passed, though none were faces she recognized, even as they drew closer to the Khan’s rooms near the palace’s heart.

“Yuli,” Tigai whispered. “Hold a moment. I’ve been thinking.”

She turned to face him. “Yes?” she asked.

“Well, you said you intended to convince your Khan to call his warriors, to take a side in the war.”

“We’re not his warriors,” she said. “If he calls us, it will be for all of us to decide what’s best for our people.”

“All right, well, you said you meant to have them fighting for Sarine.”

“Of course.”

“It might be better to have them pledge to the Jun, and the magi. A deception, to allow us to get closer to the heart of what they’re planning. The Great and Noble Houses will expect your people’s service, and if—”

“Yuli Twin Fangs Khansdaughter,” a new voice said. She turned and bowed at once.

“Alka Nine Tails,” she said. “Hyman Three Winds Khan Hoskar.”

As she’d expected, the sight of Hyman wearing her father’s mantle brought tears to her eyes. She let them come. He stood in the far doorway of the chamber they’d been passing through, empty save for a long table and a hearth burning beside bearskin carpets over the stone. Alka stood beside him, a weathered, gray-haired woman with the markings of the Nine Tails tattooed across her face. Four similarly marked women trailed behind. Her sisters, each of their spirits bound to their warrior-forms, as hers was to the Twin Fangs. The Hoskar warriors: Juni Flame Scale, Imyan Iron Bark, Namkat Wind Song, and Kitian Blood Claw.

“So you’ve heard the news at last,” Hyman said. “I’m sorry, Yuli. Your father was a good man.”

“How is it you arrive here in Tiansei unannounced?” Alka asked. “To say nothing of being here, inside the Khan’s palace.”

She saw tension in Alka’s stance, as though the elder warrior was a heartbeat away from summoning the Nine Tails. The same unease was reflected among the other four, women who had been her sisters, once, and now looked at her as though she were an adder in their midst. Suddenly her impression of her standing shifted.

“Why do you have so many warriors at your side, Hyman Three Winds?” she asked. “I was told you hadn’t summoned our people for war.”

“We did what had to be done,” Hyman said. “Your father had fallen under a spell of magi trickery. You must understand, what we did, we did for the good of our clan.”

Rage flooded her veins.

“You . . . murdered him?” Yuli’s voice, but the Twin Fangs already stirred, changing her limbs, strengthening her body, elongating her fingernails into claws.

“He was already dead,” Alka said. “Yuli, stop. The magi had hold of him, if it was even him at all. He’d never have sent you south, otherwise.”

The Twin Fangs heard their words, but cared nothing for such deception. Already two of the other women were changing, too, a form of smoke and cinders where Juni stood, and a flowing shape of dark crimson around Kitian.

“Don’t,” Hyman said, stepping in front of the others. “Kill me, if you must. But our clan has need of our warriors’ strength, not to spend it on misunderstandings and heated blood.”

“Why,” Yuli managed through the haze of the Twin Fangs’ control.

“War,” Hyman said. “It’s come at last. The Jun have an army headed by magi marching for clan territory, and I need our warriors to meet them.”
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ARAK’JUR

The Alliance Village
North of New Sarresant


IT BEGINS.

The words sent him away from the Gods’ Seat. He’d been sleeping when the voice rang in his head like trees cracking in a storm. Then he opened his eyes, and he was somewhere else: an overgrown clearing, with places for tents occupied by overgrown saplings, brush, and grass.

The words rang again, this time in memory. It begins. Duty demanded he go at once to New Sarresant, to meet with Erris d’Arrent, to fight the Goddess’s enemies on behalf of all the light and life in the world. But none could object if he took a longer route toward New Sarresant, to first travel to the Alliance village, to see Corenna, and his son.

He called on mareh’et, the Great Cat, and ran. He knew these woods, the pines, furs, and spruce, and he knew the site where the voice had taken him. Sinari land, which meant the Alliance village was to the east. Calling on lakiri’in when mareh’et’s gift faded kept him moving, then astahg, ipek’a, and a half-dozen more. What an ordinary man might have covered in an hour’s time flew past in minutes, until he saw smoke on the horizon. White columns rising from stone chimneys, half-finished buildings decorating the outskirts, stretching west. As he’d run, he’d half expected a great gathering waiting for him as he drew close. Instead there was only one man, reclining against a wood frame that would become a house large enough to swallow five tents, when it was finished being built.

He crossed the grass in silence, until he drew close enough for Ka’Hannat to see him clearly, and raise a hand in welcome.

“Arak’Jur,” Ka’Hannat called. “Past time you return. I’ve been waiting all morning.”

The Nanerat shaman wore traveling clothes, a thick fur coat with a pack slung from his shoulder, pouches hung from his belt, and a gnarled oak walking stick in his hand.

“Honored shaman,” he said. “Do you mean to leave in my place, now that I’ve returned?”

“We go together, guardian. And you’re already late.”

“I came to the Alliance village to see—”

“Your son, yes,” Ka’Hannat said. “Ghella has his keeping. We can stop to see her before we go south.”

“South?” he said. “Why does Ghella have Kar’Doren? Where is Corenna?”

Ka’Hannat frowned at him, eyes narrowing in what looked like anger. He’d expected to find Corenna wearing that sort of expression, but among a sea of welcoming faces, celebrating their guardian’s return. Instead it seemed as though the shaman hadn’t bothered to tell them.

“Corenna has more to do than pine for you, Arak’Jur,” Ka’Hannat said. “She’s north of here, scouting sites for new villages before the fair-skin priests expand their barrier. We are not an idle people, and we have better things to do than feast the return of one man, however important he believes himself to be.”

“There’s a war coming,” he said.

“And what of it?” Ka’Hannat said. “Does war mean we no longer have crops to plant, houses to build? The spirits of things-to-come have spoken to me about this war, and so here I am, ready to journey with you, to meet with Erris d’Arrent and plan for how best we can fight it. But there is more to us, to who we are, than our warriors.”

He fell quiet. In all his dealings with the shamans, he’d never been rebuked with such disdain. Ka’Vos would never have spoken to a guardian so, nor would Ka’Inari. But then, it made no difference. The mantle of protecting their people still fell to him, whether the Nanerat shaman approved or no.

“Take me to my son, then,” he said, and Ka’Hannat nodded, turning swiftly to lead him along the outskirts of the village.

The sounds of work being done carried through the buildings. After only a few months away, he felt a distance that had never been there before. They were seeking sites for new villages, Ka’Hannat had said, to the north, where the fair-skins would expand their barrier. And with the fair-skins’ magic to protect them, then they would have no need of guardians to drive away the great beasts of the wild.

It gave him pride, imagining Corenna’s place in securing their people’s future. But he feared that the ice between them could too easily become stone, if left to sit too long. Ascension was finished; perhaps the compulsions that had driven her to hunt him would be gone, too.

“Here,” Ka’Hannat said, and led him toward one of the newer houses, constructed on the southern edge of the town. “Inside.”

The shaman leaned against his walking stick, making no move to accompany him.

Arak’Jur went, ducking beneath a low doorway. Ghella sat on a pile of blankets beside a stone hearth, weaving thread in a tangle between her fingers.

“Ah,” Ghella said, taking a moment to recognize him in the firelight. “Our guardian returns.”

He bowed his head. “I’m here for Kar’Doren,” he said.

“Here for him?” Ghella asked. “Do you mean to take him with you, into the wild?”

His eyes went to another pile of blankets, where a tiny form rested, wrapped tight for warmth. His son. Kar’Doren. It begins, the voice had said, but he longed for nothing more than to do precisely as Ghella said: to abandon his duty, to take Kar’Doren and raise him in the Sinari way. Instead he said, “No.”

Ghella seemed to relax as she gestured toward his son. “He sleeps. But he will be delighted to see his father.”

She rose to unwrap Kar’Doren as Arak’Jur came to stand beside his blankets. His son’s face was wrought in miniature, a tranquil, sleeping treasure, with red patches on his skin and tiny fingers startled into grasping the air. Ghella passed Kar’Doren into his arms, and for a moment, all the cares of the world melted into nothing.

“His mother wishes it were her, you know,” Ghella said. “In your place, answering the spirits’ call.”

“How is she?” he asked quietly.

“Angry,” Ghella said. “Restless. She is far from the first mother to feel shackled by her babe, for all she loves him. These are heavy, difficult times, and Corenna feels the weight as strongly as you do, or Ka’Hannat, or any of us.”

“Worse is coming,” he said. “But thank you, for caring for our son.” Kar’Doren stirred enough to open his eyes, startled again. It caught Arak’Jur’s heart, but the boy drifted back to sleep as quick as he’d awakened.

“He belongs to all of us,” Ghella said. “A boy of the Sinari. Son of a guardian, and a great woman. He will be a great man, in his time. And his mother will be sad, to have missed you.”

Ghella reached for the boy, and he could have as easily surrendered a limb as let Kar’Doren go. But he did, and Ghella tucked him back into his blankets.

“Thank you, Ghella,” he said.

“Go with our blessing, Arak’Jur. You’re no less a son of this tribe than your boy.”

He left the warmth of Ghella’s hearth behind, reemerging into the cold wind.

“Good,” Ka’Hannat said. “I was afraid you’d try to stay. We have much ground to cover, and I can’t travel at your pace.”

Arak’Jur paused, looking back at the town. A hundred buildings like this one, and a permanence to it he’d never felt in all his years among the Sinari tents. Yet the shadow threatened it all, a vision of poison wind and blackened skies stronger than any dream of what his people might become. He had a war to fight. And Ghella’s words had sealed his course, more than any sending of the spirits.

“Go on south,” he said. “As you said, you travel slower than I do. I’ll catch you before you reach New Sarresant.”

The shaman scowled. “Your boy is a child. Ghella can look after him. The spirits chose you for a greater duty, and it is my place to see you fulfill it.”

“I don’t mean to stay here with my son,” Arak’Jur said.

“What then? You can’t—”

“I mean to find his mother. I need her at my side, when we face the shadow.”

Ka’Hannat began another protest, but Arak’Jur had already started moving. Munat’ap could find her, and mareh’et, lakiri’in, kirighra, ipek’a, and astahg would see him to Ranasi land before sunset. Whatever visions drove the shaman would keep. Arak’Jur was a guardian, meant to protect his people, but Corenna was a warrior. No matter the enmity between them, her place was at the front of the wars to come.
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Munat’ap’s gift surrounded him with a nimbus of the Great Timber Wolf, and his senses sharpened, until the forest came alive in his ears, his nose, his eyes, and tongue.

The Ranasi woods had always been full of life, but they blossomed now. He felt a caterpillar crawling across a tree branch as though it were crawling on his own skin. He smelled elm and oak on the wind, felt each leaf as it stirred against the cold. He could have tracked a single rabbit from among a score within reach of his senses, projected outward farther than he could see. But it was Corenna’s scent that filled his nose. She was close, and he ran through the trees toward her.

The forest had grown thick in recent years, though he was near where the Ranasi village had stood, before the tribe had been destroyed. Corenna’s home. She wasn’t alone. He scented five others as he passed through the outer edge of the ruins, where tents still stood, left open to be claimed by raccoons, squirrels, and nesting birds. A surprise, to think she’d want to resettle in the ruins of her people’s village, where so much pain had been dealt to her. But she was here, seated alone on a fallen log while her companions searched the tents.

Her hair was braided, a thick rope of black hanging farther down her back than he’d remembered. She wore a tan cotton dress, a fair-skin cut, but decorated with red designs almost like echtaka paint. Even from behind she was beautiful; she sat with a still grace, and her figure had returned to its normal shape, the last vestiges of pregnancy gone with the coming of spring.

He slowed his approach, suddenly unsure what to say.

She turned, and held his eyes.

“Arak’Jur,” she said. “I thought you’d gone.”

“I . . .” he began, finding his mouth too dry to continue. He’d left her, and their son, to follow the spirits’ will. It had seemed right when he’d done it, but then, he’d been as driven as she was, to follow the spirits’ promptings, to hunt his quarry, and ascend. But where she had refused the drive to kill him, he’d given in, and followed his quarry across the sea.

“Honored sister,” one of Corenna’s fellows called through the ruins. “The old steam tent still stands. We could salvage it, as a shelter against . . .” The man trailed off, coming to a halt facing Arak’Jur and Corenna both. A Nanerat man, by his shaved head and the thick otter pelts sewn to make his coat.

“See it done,” Corenna said. “And leave us, if you will. Tell the others. The Sinari guardian has returned to us, and I would speak with him alone.”

“As you wish, honored sister,” her companion said, sparing an eye for Arak’Jur before he turned to go.

“Ka’Hannat told me you’d be here,” Arak’Jur said. “Scouting sites for new villages. Important work.”

She kept emotion from her eyes. “The shaman told me nothing of your coming,” she said. “Thinking to protect me, I’m sure. Just as you did.”

“Corenna . . .”

“I don’t need protecting. I’ve had enough of elders thinking they need to restrain me, of taboos and traditions and all of it.”

“Corenna, I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

She said it with ice in her voice. It struck him harder than the anger he’d expected to find.

“For leaving,” he said firmly. “For pursuing ascension, when you chose to hold back.”

“Did you find it?” she asked.

“Yes.”

She nodded as though there could have been no other way. “I thought it meant you’d be taken away. When kirighra spoke to me, it was of far-off places: ascension to a seat of a Goddess, of being chosen to present myself to fight for her.”

“I was,” he said quietly.

“And is it over? You’ve fought for this Goddess, and won, and now you return to reclaim what was yours?”

“Corenna, you were never mine.”

“Yes, I was,” she said, scarcely above a whisper, and for the first time, he heard a thread of hurt behind her words.

“The fighting isn’t over,” he said. “It hasn’t yet begun. I came north to make sure you had a place, before I travel south to—”

“And you mean to give me this place, is that it? Is that your right as chosen, where I was deemed too weak?”

“You’re the strongest warrior in any tribe,” he snapped back. “I don’t mean to give you anything you haven’t earned.”

“You don’t know the tenth part of it,” she shouted, and suddenly a nimbus of mareh’et enveloped her. “Ka’Hannat tried to hold me back, too, cautioned me against ranging too far in winter. He told me I didn’t know the guardians’ ways, but I hunted the Great Cat and brought it down. Kirighra opened the way for me to hunt guardian spirits, and I’ve collected more in the passing of one season than any guardian alive. More than Arak’Doren had. More than you.”

“I’m sorry, Corenna,” he said. “I never meant to wrong you.”

“Sorry changes nothing,” she said, and for a moment he saw all the Great Cat’s ferocity in her, the rage behind its fiery eyes. Then it dimmed, and she looked down at her feet.

“I’m sorry, too,” she said. “I thought you were gone forever, and now here you are. I need time. I’d already tried to put myself past it, to begin to—”

They’d been alone in the ruins, speaking beside a rock and a ruined tent. Then suddenly shapes were there, materialized from nothing. Shapes carrying steel.

He shouted a warning, lakiri’in granted his blessing, and he dove forward as a sword bit the air where he’d been standing. Corenna had already impaled one of their attackers with mareh’et’s spectral claws, throwing the body into the slush, and then she blurred, moving away from him. Arak’Jur rolled to his feet, pivoting back toward the tents. Ten of them, or more; too many to count at a glance, every one dressed head to toe in black. He called on the Swamp spirits as he moved, surrounding himself with tendrils of black smoke. The enemies in black rounded on him, calling out orders as they attacked.

One woman came toward him and touched the smoke, immediately falling to her knees in a fit of coughing. The others twisted around it, weaving with impossible speed as they struck toward him with their steel. Una’re gave his blessing with a thunderous roar, and he parried a hard cut with his forearm, sending electric shocks coursing up the blade where it struck. He felt his bone crack where the sword hit, but called on astahg before another could land a blow, blinking through space to reappear behind them. He slammed into one with una’re’s claws, tearing a man’s shoulder from his chest with a roar and sending the body down into the dirt.

The others spun, keeping their blades level with their waists as they fanned out once more, surrounding him.

Mountain gave its gift, and this time he attacked, charging before they could move away. Gouts of fire blasted toward them, but each attacker dodged, bending their bodies like reeds in the wind. He reached one of them, a man, switching to mareh’et’s claws as quick as the Great Cat could have sprung, slashing in a flurry of blows, every strike met by a clang of steel. The man moved like a tempest, flicking his blade up to turn every strike, though he made no attacks of his own, only held Arak’Jur in place while his companions repositioned behind him, out of his sight.

A shove connected with the man’s steel, pushing him back in time for Arak’Jur to spin and engage the attackers at his flank. Only they weren’t there. All of them had fallen back, barking commands as they grouped together among the ruined tents.

They vanished.

Arak’Jur drew on munat’ap to bolster his senses, willing the Timber Wolf’s gift to project outward and discern where they’d gone. He smelled nothing; only the birds scattering at the sound of violence, the squirrels hiding, trembling in fear, and Corenna, along with the five tribesfolk who had been with her before. Their enemies were gone.

“Arak’Jur,” Corenna called. “I’m unharmed. Are you well?”

He rose, his blood still thundering, his senses still searching for any sign of the unfamiliar.

“A broken arm,” he said. “It will heal.”

Corenna emerged from behind a fallen tent, holding a sword with a severed hand and forearm still wrapped around the hilt.

“The man I struck, the man whose sword this was,” Corenna said. “I swear I saw him healed in an instant; one moment he was lying on the ground, the next he stood where he’d been moments before, still holding his weapon with two good arms. How is that possible?”

“Tigai,” he said. “Or, not Tigai, but his magic. The Dragons’ gift. Those are our enemies, Corenna. I need your help to fight them.”

She held his eyes for a moment, then cast the sword and forearm both into the dirt. “Yes. Of course.”

Relief coursed through him. “You said you’d been hunting great beasts while I was away. How many have you slain?”

“Eleven,” she said.

“Good,” he said, suppressing the instinct to wince at the taboo. Eleven! No guardian in any tribe had hunted so many, so quickly. “We’ll need every gift to catch up with Ka’Hannat and reach New Sarresant by morning.”
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SARINE

A Private Meeting Room
Rasailles Palace

Her escort bowed stiffly, remaining outside as the door closed behind her. Once, the palace of Rasailles had been the stuff of idle dreams, the seat of the hand-picked representative of the de l’Arraignon Kings in the New World; now it was clean, bare, and functional. The room her escort had brought her to was a simple chamber dominated by a long table, five chairs, and a small mountain of paperwork. Essily, the Empress’s chief of staff, sat at its head, drafting hasty notes in a flowing, precise hand. A wide-eyed young woman with a lieutenant’s pin on her collar sat quietly on his right. The rest of the seats were empty.

“Sarine,” Essily said without pausing his writing or looking up to greet her. “Good. You’re expected. Please sit and attend the Empress’s pleasure.”

She took the chair opposite the lieutenant. For a moment the only sound in the room was Essily’s pen. A map of what appeared to be the lower Thellan colonies lay open on the far end of the table. The rest of its surface was covered with papers, small stacks and taller ones, in neat columns and rows.

“Hi,” she said, breaking the silence. “I’m Sarine. You’re Erris’s vessel?”

The lieutenant opened her mouth to reply, and Essily spoke over her.

“It’s easier for Her Majesty if those on duty maintain a focused, calm demeanor. If you will please sit and wait, the Empress will make an appearance shortly.”

The lieutenant shrugged, half mouthing an apology. Apparently Erris had done more than change the rugs here at Rasailles. Did she have an army of vessels like this young woman, sitting idly and waiting for a Need connection for Erris to step inside their senses and give orders anywhere in her empire? They hadn’t spoken of it during their time at the Gods’ Seat, only that Erris was making preparations for the coming war. She hadn’t thought to pry into what those preparations meant.

Light flashed, and Essily set down his pen.

Suddenly the young lieutenant’s demeanor changed. She sat forward, leaning into the table. Both her eyes were flooded with beams of golden light.

“Your Majesty,” Essily began, cut short as Erris took over her vessel’s body midsentence.

“—first sightings reported in Wiedlaska, in the Old World,” Erris said in the lieutenant’s voice. The pitch was lower, the timbre softer, but she recognized her champion’s intensity at once. “It might be Jun scouts, a contingent delivered by Dragon-magi; the reports are unconfirmed. I’ll need to shift to the council hall for strategic planning to make sense of it.”

“Erris,” she said, drawing the lieutenant’s golden eyes toward her.

“Very good, Majesty,” Essily said. “I can summarize today’s briefings and have them delivered to New Sarresant if you expect to be occupied by military affairs.”

“Yes, that will serve,” Erris said. “And Sarine. Good. You’ve made your way here, I hope without putting Dragon anchors in my palace. Are the others accounted for?”

“I’m not a fool,” she said. “I came here directly from the Gods’ Seat. I heard a voice there. ‘It—’ ”

“ ‘—It begins,’ ” Erris finished for her. “I heard the same. I expect it means precisely what it says. If there are Jun scouts in Skova, then the Divide is down and our war has already started. Which means I need your champions accounted for.”

“It put you somewhere on a farm, right?” she said.

“Yes,” Erris said. “How did you know?”

“I saw you, and the others, through the map device in the Gods’ Seat,” she said. “The others are safe, near as I could tell. There were lights, and when I looked closely it was like seeing them from just overhead. Five for us, eight for the Regnant. I couldn’t see any details, but—”

“You saw the enemy’s champions?” Erris interrupted.

“Yes, the map showed both,” she said. “Like I said, I couldn’t see much more than their immediate surroundings. Arak’Jur was in a forest, Reyne was on a city block. Not of much use if I didn’t already know the places.”

“I’ll need vessels in the Gods’ Seat immediately,” Erris said. “Along with a team to decipher the locations we see there. Cartographers, to study the topography. Architects, naturalists.”

“Tailors, perhaps, for clues in dress and styles,” Essily offered.

“And anything else you deem might be useful. Have them prepared at once.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Essily said. “I’ll have the first summons executed and ready by sundown.”

“I could hardly see anything to give away the champions’ locations,” she said. “It was like seeing them from a bird perched directly overhead.”

“You knew I was on a farm,” Erris said. “If you knew implements, crops, seasonal rotations, and soil, you could perhaps have narrowed it to a few dozen plots in southern l’Euillard. The smallest details could reveal more than you imagine. And we have to assume our enemy possesses the same capability. Damn. That’s a bloody fine thing to exist in wartime, a mirror showing the enemy’s most prized assets and materiel. Like lighting signal fires from your supply trains. I need the rest of the champions informed at once. This has serious implications for our planning.”

“Fine,” she said. “I can try and bring your people to the Seat, if you think it will help. But—”

“I need to adjourn this meeting,” Erris interrupted. “Essily, see to it the day’s papers are sent into the city. I’ll need to repurpose your couriers to deliver orders to Royens’s command, so be sure you don’t send anyone essential to operations here.”

“No, wait,” she said. “Erris. There was something I needed to show you; I brought it to your room in the Seat before the champions left, before the voice.”

“Another time,” Erris said. “Be sure the couriers bring fresh maps of the Skovan reaches, too; the ones at high command are outdated by—”

“No!” she cut in, and produced the Watcher’s book, setting it down harder than she meant to on the table in front of her. It tipped a stack of papers into another, and stilled the room to a sudden silence.

“My time is too precious for tantrums, girl,” Erris said.

“I know,” she said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to knock anything over. But you need to see this. It’s important, for all of us.”

“As we speak I have over two hundred vessels focusing on me,” Erris said. “Those from among the several thousand I have available in all corners of this Empire. Even with bureaucrats and delegates to handle the daily affairs, there are still dozens who believe whatever matter is pressing on them is worthy of my attention, right at this moment. Do you understand how Need works? My vessels’ lights shine more brightly when they believe whatever they’re dealing with requires my intervention. That means more than ten score of my people all simultaneously believe their issue should be at or near the top of my priorities, and six of those are burning bright enough to be certain of it. Four of those six, at this precise moment, all happen to be in the same place: the council hall in New Sarresant, my high command and military headquarters for the New World. So I ask you, are you quite certain your need is strong enough to outweigh them all?”

The lecture put heat in her ears. Conviction outweighed it.

“Yes,” she said firmly. “This book could change everything. I got it from the Watcher in the Gods’ Seat, not an hour before ‘it begins.’ ”

“One minute,” Erris said. “Then I’m gone. I’m already overdue to respond to my people in the hall.”

Her mind spun, framing the arguments from what she’d already studied from the Watcher’s Meditations. Erris said one minute, and her champion meant it; she’d seen and been a part of enough meetings cut short to know it.

“It’s a feeling, mostly, from what I’m reading in the text. This book was written before all of this. It refers to the Regnant and Veil by name, but it’s as though they were allies instead of enemies, working together. It talks about the champions and the Soul of the World as though it were all a game.”

“A game,” Erris repeated.

“It doesn’t come out and say the game doesn’t matter,” she said. “Or even what the rules might be. But it’s written from a perspective that assumes the Regnant and Veil are working together, not against each other. I don’t know what to take from it, except that the Watcher was insistent I find this passage.”

“And you trust this . . . Watcher?” Erris said. “Do you even know what manner of being it is?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “But he’s helped me before. He showed me the Veil’s journal, he’s helped me to piece together most of what I’ve come to understand about all of this. And now this book is shaking it all loose. If the Regnant and Veil aren’t truly enemies, if the contest of champions is nothing more than a game, it might mean all of our strategies are wrong. So far we think it’s going to be his champions against mine, but what if it isn’t? What if the voice, all the ‘it begins’ and all of it is just a distraction from something else?”

“Such as?” Erris said. “Does the book suggest what their true aims might be?”

“I haven’t studied it enough yet to know for sure. It mentions ‘others.’ I think it might mean rivals, maybe the ones the Regnant and Veil are allied against. I know the champions matter, and control of the Soul, but maybe—”

“Two of my vessels . . .” Erris said, and suddenly the lieutenant’s eyes went wider still, mirroring the Empress’s emotions. “I have to go at once.”

As quickly as it came, the light vanished from the lieutenant’s eyes.

Sarine thumped the book on the table, this time not caring when a stack of papers went sideways. It drew a sidelong look from Essily, without slowing his pen.

“Can you get her back?” she asked the lieutenant. “Whatever’s demanding Erris’s attention elsewhere, it isn’t more important than this.”

“I think not, Lady Sarine,” Essily said. “You’d do better to compose yourself before you see Her Majesty again.”

“What?” she said. “This isn’t some matter of logistics or bureaucracy. This is the core of what we’re fighting for. I need Erris’s help to make sense of it.”

“As I heard it, you brought Her Majesty little more than conjecture and speculation,” Essily said. “Whatever the contents of your book, you would be well served to read and study it on your own before you waste the Empress’s time again.”

“Waste her time?” she said. “I’m talking about the nature of—”

“Good day, Lady Sarine,” Essily said. “I’m certain you can find the way out on your own.”

He went back to his pen as though she’d vanished from view.

Anger surged, watching him return to his note-taking. A score of gifts burned under her skin: the storm spirits, the spirits of beasts and land, Anati’s colors, every tether of the leylines running under the palace, to say nothing of the blue sparks, her bond with the Soul of the World, her place as a Goddess at the heart of the conflict between Regnant and Veil. Not that she was about to use magic to lash out at anyone. But he’d treated her as though she were some unimportant child, when he was what? A note-taker? A bureaucrat? Whatever service he provided Erris in managing bloody grain shipments or wool and cotton yields or whatever else, he mattered less than a single word on a single page of the Watcher’s book, when it came to deciding what to do next.

The thought helped to calm her. His rejection didn’t matter. She needed Erris, however half-formed her understanding of what they were dealing with. All the soldiers in Erris’s Empire counted for nothing if they couldn’t anticipate the Regnant’s next move. She had to make her champion see, had to harness the power of Erris’s strategic mind if it bloody killed her trying to get and keep the Empress’s attention. And that meant following her champion to New Sarresant.

She closed her eyes, searching for the starfield and the strands. A bare handful of stars glistened in the darkness on this side of the world, each one a beacon if she used it while enemy Dragon-magi were watching. She had to be careful. A few flashes and strand-tethers shone from lights close enough to be inside New Sarresant. Strange, for there to be such strong activity inside the city, but then, she hadn’t had Tigai’s years of practice in understanding how to read the strands. Memories and ties to a place could cloud the lights around any anchor; cities swirled with eddies of thousands of individuals’ strands and connections, but she didn’t need to spend the time sussing out what was what to choose a star close enough to the Southgate district to suit her needs. She cinched the tethers into place, and left the palace, and the scratching of Essily’s pen, behind.

Suddenly cool air blew over her skin. She blinked again to clear her vision and orient herself. Good. She knew this place, four blocks from the council hall that Erris had remade into her military headquarters. Signs of rebuilding still permeated the city, scars Reyne d’Agarre had left, and fresher wounds, from Erris’s soldiers seizing the capital. Scaffolding and building materials decorated the street corners, lumber and iron pipes still exposed to the air, all signs of work being done, signs that New Sarresant would revive itself in time, whatever the world threw at its gates. A comforting thought, that her city would endure.

The green surrounding the former seat of the colonial Assembly was expansive, though the statues of the de l’Arraignon Kings had long since been torn down. Blissfully no one drew near her, and she had the green to herself. She reached the broad stone steps leading to what used to be the Lords’ chambers, since repurposed to be Erris’s high command.

It wasn’t until she broached the doors, pushing one open to reveal an empty hallway, that she remembered there should have been guards on duty in front of the Hall. Life snapped in place almost without thinking, sharpening her senses enough to fill her nose with the smell of blood.

Anati pulsed Red in her veins. Her steps quickened as her heart thundered in her chest. A stench of iron hung in the hallway, growing stronger as she raced toward what used to be the assembly’s main forum. There should have been aides coming and going, generals and their staff overrunning the place, wrapped up in Erris’s planning for wars and contingencies in the Old World and the New. Instead the way was quiet. Empty.

She reached the main doors, where she should have been greeted by a second set of armed guards. No sounds came from within. Only the smell of blood, steadily rising as she walked the halls, that now threatened to snuff out the rest of her senses. Life would have revealed the sounds of fighting inside the chambers, had there been anyone alive to fight. But the double doors swung inward, and her eyes confirmed what her nose already knew would be waiting.

Bodies, cut and torn, littered the chamber. Military uniforms had been cut cleanly with limbs still inside. A leg lay seeping on the carpet in front of her. Arms, heads, torsos decorated the raised levels of the hall, all severed clean through, cut precisely with sharpened blades. She might have expected survivors, the wounded gathering what was left of themselves, moaning in pain, recovering what they could with their attackers nowhere in sight. But there was no sound at all. Whoever had done this had been thorough enough to leave no one wounded and still alive. With Red coursing through her blood she would have noticed any movement, any sign of life or threat from an attacker waiting behind in ambush. But there was nothing. Only stillness, quiet, and the overwhelming smell of blood.
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TIGAI

Ulnak River Crossing

Border of Hoskar Territory and Vimar Province

A speck in the distance seemed to dance as it dipped beneath the clouds. There weren’t any other birds in the sky, as far as he could see. Bloody smart creatures, to fly south instead of enduring the cold. It called into question why he was here, sitting atop a shaggy, stunted, half-breed of a pony on the far bank of a river frozen solid into ice, when he could be in Qoba, or even Sarresant, with an eyeblink and a simple tether to the starfield and the strands.

“Namkat’s sighted them,” one of Yuli’s sisters said. Imyan, the one with an old woman’s iron-gray hair, though she otherwise looked to be no more than twenty.

“You’re sure that bird is her?” he asked.

“That’s her,” Yuli said. She’d taken a place among the other women with an easy confidence, riding the last two leagues from his anchor point as though she were a lady returned to court. “The Wind Song doesn’t need to fly beneath the clouds. She could see them where she was; coming into view was for our benefit, not hers.”

“You’re certain you don’t know why they’re here?” Alka asked him. She was the elder, a woman with gray hair in truth, and the wrinkled skin to back it up. Nine Tails, they called her, and he could see every one tattooed across her face.

He shrugged. “Magi business,” he said. “Who knows why they do anything.”

“Not only magi,” Kitian, the red-haired one, said. “An army, according to Hyman Three Winds. Soldiers, from Gantar Baat.”

“The Jun know better than to attack us,” Yuli said.

“I wouldn’t count on the magi knowing anything,” Tigai said. “Especially where their humility is concerned.”

“Yet you think you can settle this with words?” Alka asked.

“I think it’s worth a try,” he said. “They’ll send out riders to parley when they see us here. Just follow my lead. If it comes to fighting, you’ll know it.”

Kitian and the other of Yuli’s sisters, Juni, said something he couldn’t quite hear, a rapid exchange back and forth between them.

“Yes,” Yuli said. “We can trust him. Lord Tigai is good with his tongue. Very good.”

It turned his cheeks red, and they laughed. Bloody foreigners.

The speck in the distance dipped below the clouds again, this time circling in a wide arc, slowly moving toward the river. Not a hawk or a falcon, not if it tracked an army’s movements that precisely, and the soldiers would question it, too, all the more so with magi among their ranks. With the Divide coming down magi would be everywhere, putting magi plots into action. Yuli had agreed with his plan of trying to fool them into thinking they were on the same side. Now he just had to puzzle out how to do it.

He’d formed the better part of an idea when the army came into view, flying red and gold, a full company at least, marking ten thousand soldiers scurrying over the hillside onto the flat plain. A group of riders split from the main body almost at once, pushing hard toward where he and the Natarii sat beside the riverbank.

The riders counted six: four men and two women, judging by their dress. Three in lamellar plate, two in what appeared to be court riding dresses, and one in boiled leather, dyed black, all mounted on horses that towered over Hoskar ponies. They rode straight for the river, and made no attempt to slow when they reached its banks. Magi confidence; he was sure of it now. They rode over the ice, and came to a halt less than a stone’s throw from where he, Yuli, and her sisters sat, waiting.

He said nothing, waiting for them to be the first to speak.

“Who is this, who stands in our way?” one of the men demanded. A gruff Ujibari voice, speaking accented Jun.

Again he said nothing. Alka stirred beside him, and he gave a subtle hiss to silence her.

One of the women in blue nudged her horse forward.

“Warriors of the clans,” the woman said. “We come on behalf of the Everlasting Emperor of the Jun, may his light shine forever. To whom do we have the honor of speaking?”

“These warriors are sworn to no clan,” Tigai replied. “They are sworn to me. You will declare who heads this army, and explain why the Emperor’s hand, may his light shine forever, reaches twice for the same fruit.”

Murmuring sounded from among their line, too soft for him to hear as they conversed. The same disharmony threatened within Yuli’s ranks, as she and her sisters craned to look at him. Aryu send they had sense enough to play along.

“I am Tancha Mirin ni Surawong, of the Great and Noble House of the Owl,” the woman said. “With me is Captain Rashin, of the Company of the Fighting Lion, and my sister, Sasha ni Surawong, also sworn to the Great and Noble House of the Owl. We’ve traveled a hundred leagues to be here, and, your forgiveness, good master, but our superiors said nothing of any other expedition to pacify the clan rebels.”

“Rebels?” Yuli said. “We haven’t—”

“Be silent, Hoskar dog,” Tigai snapped. She obeyed, but gave him a look that promised he’d hear the rest of it, when next they were alone. “I’ve already been given, and performed your task. I am Wen Xijiang, sworn to the Great and Noble House of the Crane, and my orders are to take these creatures to the nearest of the hundred cities with all haste, now that I have them in hand.”

“What? Your forgiveness, Master Wen, but we cannot stand down without some proof of your words.”

“You require proof? Very well. I can at least show you I’ve succeeded in subduing the rebels. Yuli Twin Fangs, kill this woman.”

A gamble, but Yuli played into it beautifully, her back arching as it lengthened, her jaw elongating into a snout as her fingers slowly grew into claws. A slow, horrifying transformation, and she’d only taken one step before the Lady Tancha and her retinue shied their horses back.

“No, good master, please,” the Lady Tancha said. “Owl’s gift is for medicine. We are no warriors.”

He held up a hand, and, wind spirits bless her, Yuli stopped her advance.

“You are no warriors,” he said. “And yet you are set against a clan renowned for fielding women such as these.”

“Our orders were to march on their settlements in force, to demand their warriors pay the tribute owed in service to the Emperor, may his light shine forever.”

“And do you not have what you came for? I, and my pets, will ride with you for Gantar Baat. A successful assignment for both of us, it seems to me, and an unexpected delight, to enjoy the pleasure of the Fighting Lion’s hospitality on the road.”

The Lady Tancha eyed Yuli, who remained halfway through her transformation, long metallic claws pointed upward, toward where the woman sat her horse.

“Yes,” Tancha said. “Very well. We are honored to have you as our guest, Master Wen, and look forward to the pleasure of introducing you, and your pets, to the masters of our order.”

[image: Illustration]

Wheeling the company around took the better part of an hour, and he endured sidelong looks from the Hoskar warriors throughout. Thankfully the Ladies Tancha and Sasha stayed by his side, and he fielded questions enough to keep them talking while the spears, crossbows, arquebuses, and cannon were turned to march in reverse. It would be a week to Gantar Baat, provided no last gasps of winter came to drench them on the road. He intended to pry loose every scrap of information in the meantime. And, if he could help it, to never be alone near Yuli after how he’d had to treat her for the sake of his charade.

The last held until suppertime, after Captain Rashin’s personal guard set up two tents, one for him, and one for all six Hoskar women. The guards had no sooner bowed and given him the space than Yuli barged in, glaring at him as though her eyes were coals, and he was kindling.

“Yuli, look,” he said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think any other approach would work.”

“Sorry for what?” she said. She’d stripped off her coat before he was sure she didn’t mean to strike him. “That was bloody brilliant.”

“I didn’t think they’d—wait, what?”

In answer she removed her shirt, then worked to unfasten her belt, showing him the same fire in her eyes as her fingers undid the clasp.

“You’re not angry?” he asked.

It served to halt her undressing. “No, Yanjin Tigai,” she said. “Why would I be angry? You turned aside a company of soldiers with no more than words and empty promises.”

“Well, yes, but—”

“Do you imagine my sisters are so prideful we can’t submit ourselves to turn away our enemies? We’ll play our parts until this Jun army is safely out of our lands. I’ll be your pet, even.” She said the last with a grin that creased the lines of her tattoo. “If you’ll have me.”

This time his fingers flew faster than hers, undoing the buttons on his shirt and coat.

When it was done, they lay together atop Jun blankets, and for the first time since following the strands to Yuli’s homeland, he was finally warm.

“Did you learn anything from the magi?” Yuli asked. She was still naked, the full extent of her tattoos trailing from her face down the sides of her shoulders and collarbone. It gave her an exotic look, the paleness of her skin contrasted against the inks in the dim light coming through the canvas.

“Not much I didn’t already suspect,” he said. “The masters of their orders have them running errands throughout the Empire, gathering soldiers, exercising old claims, calling in debts. It seems Erris d’Arrent was right.”

“A great war,” Yuli said. “Sarine warned of it, too. I hoped it would be champions against champions. Not this.”

“It’ll take them time to marshal all their armies. There will be a few raids with magi using Dragon magic, I’m sure, but the real battles are a season away, maybe more.”

“Why not use the Dragon gift to move them all?” Yuli asked.

“Oh, they’ll use it for sure,” he said. “But the Empire has too many soldiers.”

“It’s going to be a terrible thing,” Yuli said. “All of this.”

He nodded, letting the moment sit between them. It would be; even in wars between noble houses, thousands would die, and this was far, far worse. A magi war, with soldiers from two entirely different worlds. Even the oldest histories said nothing about this sort of fighting.

“It’s easy enough for me and my sisters to fight against the Empire,” Yuli said. “But these are your countrymen. Are you sure you’ve chosen the right side?”

“You heard the shadow, in the Gods’ Seat,” he said. “It promised ruin on both sides of the Divide. Sarine might be half a fool sometimes, but she’s fighting for life, and light, and preserving the world the way we know it.”

“Perhaps some among the Jun could be convinced,” Yuli said. “If they knew it. The stories Sarine told, and Arak’Jur . . . it makes me wonder why anyone would fight for that thing.”

“Thousands will,” he said. “Millions.” He took a breath, remembering the exchange he’d had after Voren stabbed him in the chest. “I never told any of you this, but that wasn’t the first time I’d spoken with the shadow creature.”

“I know,” Yuli said. “In the Tower.”

“No. After we went across the sea, one of his magi knifed me in the chest. It brought me to him—the old man behind the shadow. He promised me my heart’s desire, if only I would betray Sarine. He’ll have made the same promises to the magi, and they drive this war.”

“A terrible thing, then,” Yuli said, and once more quiet fell between them. At least Dao was safe, and Mei, and Remarin. Erris d’Arrent had seen to it Dao was given a military posting, a kaas-mage to translate for him, and Remarin to drill his soldiers. Mei was ensconced in the Sarresant palace, twisting the ears of half the court by now, he was sure. At least they were free of magi influence, fighting to make a place for their family.

“Master Wen,” one of Yuli’s sisters said, from outside the tent. “Visitors for you.”

He could have kissed whichever one of them it was, for a proper deference without a hint of glibness or humor. Yuli had snatched up a blanket, half covering herself before he could cut her short with a dismissive tsk.

“Admit them,” he said lazily, affecting a bored nobleman’s tone.

The tent flap rose, and the Lady Sasha knelt, poking through the canvas. Her cheeks colored immediately, seeing him naked, and Yuli beside him, though he made no attempt to hide or cover himself.

“Yes, Lady Sasha?” he asked. “Is there something more you require?” “My sister wishes to invite you to dine with us,” Lady Sasha said. She was young, barely of an age to come to court, with features that were almost Jun, but clearly too southern to be properly noble. Tigai embraced the difference in their status, reclining against his blankets as she spoke.

“Tell the Lady Tancha I must respectfully decline her invitation,” he said. “I’ve already had my fill, of a sweeter fruit than any I’m like to find in your stores.”

Lady Sasha mumbled something, finally lowering her eyes, though her cheeks were now bright red.

“I’ll join you both for the morning meal,” Tigai said. “And see to it I’m not disturbed again before sunrise. I’ve a mind for another round of supper.”

The lady nodded quickly, withdrawing with a proper bow and an improper lack of grace, nearly falling back through the canvas.

“Was that necessary?” Yuli said when she was gone.

“Very much so,” Tigai said. “I was sure they’d come back to make the offer, and I needed to be certain we’d be undisturbed.”

“So you do have a renewed appetite, then?” Yuli said, grinning.

“No,” he said, then paused. “Not yet. I’ve set an anchor here. We need to visit Sarresant—Old and New—and see if we can track down Sarine and Erris before morning.”

Yuli showed him a look of disappointment as she extended a hand.

“Let’s be quick about it, then,” she said.

He nodded, closing his eyes to search the starfield and the strands. The connections were plentiful on this side of the world, a shining sea of lights and colored haze between them. On Sarine’s side, the stars were few, and scattered, with the clearest anchors set where he and Sarine had already used the Dragons’ gift to move between them. A set of fresh connections hovered around a star at the heart of New Sarresant, and he lashed them both to it, tightening the connection until the tent vanished, and they stood together on a street corner he recognized, a few blocks from Erris’s high command.
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