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Clouds roiled and split, making way for the dragon’s passage as it descended toward the great field beyond the western gates. The front legs touched ground, and they made not a sound, for the dragon’s arrival was gentle. Its body slithered and curled as it settled, like smoke making a home, or a living fog given scales and a pulse.

Nihil’s physical body landed with its feline face grinning at the crawling mountain, and then its ruby eyes closed, and its marble teeth hid behind sealed lips as it slowly lowered to the ground. Outside the gates of Londheim, the tops of their towering bodies the only part now visible to Evelyn from her perch, the two dragons faced one another. Evelyn could not shake the feeling that the demigods were opposed in more than mere cardinal directions.

“And so you arrive at last,” Evelyn whispered to the wind. “Such conflict was bound to draw you in like flies to honey.”

The Dragon of Conflict reared back its head, and it let loose a tremendous roar. It was no cry of an animal or monster. It was a crack of thunder, and it rumbled, and rumbled, a mighty herald of war.
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To the recast among us— I hope I did all right
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CHAPTER 1
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Sweat rolled down Brittany Eveson’s neck and forehead, little rivulets stinging her eyes on their way to the tip of her nose. With her every push-up, the growing drops would shake and fall to join the puddle beneath her.

Fifty-eight. Fifty-nine. Sixty.

Her arms burned like fire. Her heart hammered inside her chest. Both sensations kept her body rising and lowering above the stone floor of her room. More drops fell, growing the puddle. She’d have wiped her face with her shirt, but it’d be pointless. The cloth was already soaked through with sweat.

Sixty-five. Sixty-six.

On sixty-seven, her shaking arms collapsed. She landed chest first upon the floor with a thud. With her eyes closed and her cheek pressed to the cold stone, she softly groaned. Just a little break, she told herself. Just a moment to catch her breath.

A knock on the door opened her eyes. Had she slept? She honestly didn’t know. Time seemed to flow weirdly in this room of hers.

“One moment,” she said.

Vertigo washed over her the moment she spoke. Brittany clenched her hands into fists and rode it out. Things had improved over the past week, but it still unnerved her when she spoke and heard a distinctly foreign voice coming from her throat.

You’ll get used to it in time, Adria had told her during one of their many private sessions. Maybe so, but never completely. One didn’t forget the sound of their own voice.

It took longer than she’d anticipated to get to her feet. Her arms didn’t want to cooperate. Sixty-seven push-ups and already her body was ready to call it quits. What a joke.

“Come in,” Brittany said when she finally opened the door. Adria stood on the other side with her hands clasped behind her back. Even with her face hidden behind her black-and-white mask, there was no mistaking her. An elaborate jewel-encrusted silver pendant hung from her neck, a triangle with a bright daytime sun in the top-right corner. That pendant marked her as Vikar of the Day, a rank she was temporarily filling while Londheim awaited the election of a new Deakon to appoint an official replacement.

“Shouldn’t you be wearing a white suit?” Brittany asked. She turned from the door and pulled off her soaked shirt. The church’s novices kept a small basket in the corner for her dirty clothes, and she tossed her shirt into it while opening a drawer of her lone dresser. Her options weren’t many, just a few pieces in various shades of gray. Adria kept offering to take her on a trip to some clothing shops, which Brittany flatly refused. She’d not left this small, square room since her very first day back from... from her own grave, really. Was there any other way to put it?

“I only recently had my measurements taken with a church-approved tailor,” Adria said. “It will take some time, and truthfully, I’m not sure how happy I will be to leave my dress behind.”

Brittany grabbed a shirt at random and turned. Adria’s eyes quickly looked to the floor, which earned her a derisive snort as Brittany pulled it over her head.

“They’re just tits, Adria. For Sisters’ sake, they’re not even mine.”

Those brown eyes snapped back up to hers.

“You shouldn’t refer to your physical body as belonging to another. I believe it will slow your integration.”

“Acknowledging this isn’t my body is the only thing keeping me sane,” Brittany argued. “My body was capable of one hundred push-ups and sit-ups without rest. This one is skinny, weak, and better suited to wielding a dagger than my axe. Speaking of, have you made any progress in bringing me a replacement? It’d help with my practice.”

Adria gestured to the cramped room. It was four walls, a bed, a lidded chamber pot, a dirty clothes basket, and a dresser. Nothing fancy, but given the purported destruction of the Cathedral of the Sacred Mother, everyone was making do with significantly less finery these days.

“And how would you swing it without carving grooves into the walls?” the Vikar asked.

Brittany shrugged.

“Fine. Get me a sword, and maybe I’ll leave this room more often. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

“What I want is for you to start living.”

“And how exactly do I go about that when I’m stuck with these?” She gestured to the chain tattoos across her throat, placed upon the body when the woman was a young soulless. “How might I explain away this? Sorry, inquisitive guard, I’m not soulless. I’m actually a recently deceased person hopping into a new body, but I understand the confusion.”

“Must you sound so bitter? I’m looking into solutions. Surely something minor as wearing a scarf or disguise is worth this new chance at life?”

Brittany’s mind flicked through ideas of what that new life might even mean. Patrolling as a Soulkeeper again? Moving back in with Devin in the home they’d shared? Or perhaps joining Bailey and Hanna on their trip to the Winding Gardens, obediently carrying her younger siblings’ things while...

No, wrong, wrong, she thought, her insides churning hard enough that she grabbed the dresser to steady herself. Tommy is your brother. Tommy, not Bailey, not Hanna.

Her spell did not go unnoticed. Adria reached for her hand, only to have it brushed away.

“Are the memories still confusing you?” she asked, showing no sign of being upset by the rejection.

“It’s getting better,” Brittany said. She rubbed at her eyes, as if she could scrub away her frustrations. “Not at night, though. When I dream, I dream of this body’s past. She might have been soulless, but she had a name, and a family. I can almost feel myself going numb and falling into that past persona. It’s... disconcerting.”

“The physical body creates and stores memories and emotions,” Adria said. “The soul does likewise, but for a permanent remembrance, and therefore it is much stronger. The life your soul lived will slowly burn out the old existence.”

“You make it sound like I’m murdering the previous owner. Don’t talk like that again. It’s creepy.” She glared at the mask. “And take that thing off. I’m family, not one of your subjects needing prayers.”

Adria put a hand to the bottom of her porcelain mask but then hesitated. Brittany crossed her arms, and her expression made it clear there’d be no more conversation until it was gone.

“If it will make you feel better,” her sister-in-law said at last. She pulled the mask off, revealing her pale face and shadowed eyes. Errant strands of hair clung to her cheek and neck. Brittany fought to suppress a reflexive wince.

“You’re not sleeping well, are you?”

“Is it your turn to aid me?” Adria asked, a small smile curling the sides of her mouth.

“If not me, I hope someone else is. You look worse than I do, and I’m recently back from the dead.”

“It’s merely stress. Others suffer far worse than I.”

“Others suffering doesn’t mean you should also suffer.”

“You’re right. It means I should work that much harder to stop those others from suffering.”

Brittany laughed.

“I was thinking it meant you should take a nap every now and then, but you’ve always been the hardest worker among us. No wonder you’re acting Vikar. Well, that, and the ability to resurrect people probably played a hand in it.”

Adria visibly cringed at the remark. For whatever reason, she didn’t like it when Brittany commented on her newfound abilities. There was surely a reason for that, but Adria was more elusive than a barn mouse about how or why. On the third day of Brittany’s renewed life, Adria had spent several hours detailing some of the changes that had happened upon the Cradle. The stories sounded insane, of gargoyles and lapinkin, crawling mountains and time-controlling faeries living in forest villages. Wildest of all, her younger brother supposedly could wield magical spells. The image of her kindhearted Tommy roasting enemies with fire seemed so ridiculous, she couldn’t help but laugh when Adria told her.

“It’s true,” Adria had insisted.

“Oh, I know,” Brittany had told her. “Any other time, I might have doubted you, but I’m sitting here in a stranger’s body. There’s not much room to doubt.”

Adria had spent the fourth day discussing the more recent events in Londheim, and of the newly renamed Westreach in general. She spoke of the madman named Janus, a magical renegade group known as the Forgotten Children conquering the district of Low Dock, and of the grand cathedral’s burning. In all these stories, Adria remained vague about her own capabilities, suggesting that her prayers to the Goddesses were more powerful than the other keepers’.

Her self-imposed break over, Brittany returned to the floor. She bent her knees, put her hands behind her head, and began her sit-ups. It hurt like the void, and it might take multiple sessions, but damn it, she was going to hit her one hundred before the day’s end. Adria watched quietly for a minute, the silence not entirely unwelcome. Sometimes Brittany caught her tired sister-in-law whispering little prayers whenever she thought it unnoticed. Anxiety Brittany didn’t even know she had would ease, and it’d seem like her memories would clear from the fog surrounding them. It never lasted more than an hour or two, but it was a welcome reprieve despite the guilt she felt for needing help from her exhausted, overworked sister-in-law.

“Is there anything else you need?” Adria asked once her hidden prayer was finished.

“Some books might be nice. Are the Tomms Brothers still printing their weekly news leaflets?”

“They are.”

Brittany’s body shook for a moment and then she collapsed onto her side, having not yet reached fifty. She gasped in lungfuls of air while wishing for the millionth time that the previous owner had commanded the soulless to run the occasional mile to keep in shape.

“I wouldn’t mind a few of those to read,” she said after collecting herself. “It’d be nice to catch up on what’s been happening while I lingered in a grave for... how long was I dead, actually?”

“I’ll look into acquiring some,” Adria said, pointedly ignoring the question. “As for your axe, I suppose I could ask Devin if he kept your old one after... well...”

“My what? My first death? My temporary funeral? What should we call it, Adria? It’d help if we settled on a term so you stopped dancing around it like I’m some fragile child. I was dead. Now I’m not. It won’t hurt my feelings to acknowledge that fact.”

A hard smirk crossed Adria’s face.

“Fine. I will ask Devin if he kept your axe after he buried you, or if he returned it to the sacred division because he couldn’t bear the sight of it. Is that better?”

“Much.”

Brittany shifted so she was sideways. Too much time focusing on her arms and abdominal muscles lately. Had to work the rest of her as well. She balanced on one foot and hand, then lifted and lowered her hips. Within seconds her sides were burning.

“You haven’t told Devin, have you?” she asked. Her gaze lingered on the dirty space beneath her bed, as if she weren’t interested in the answer. She didn’t know who she was fooling, though. The only thing keeping her going over the past week of nonstop drills and exercises was the thought of seeing him again... yet perversely an overwhelming fear of meeting him was why she had not left her room.

“It is not my place to do so,” Adria said. She slipped her mask over her face and tightened the strings behind her head. “Take all the time you need, and don’t rush yourself.”

Brittany switched to her other side. Lift and lower. Steady, rhythmic movements. The only part of life still under her control.

“You’re yet to give me an answer,” she said. “How long was I dead?”

Adria crossed her arms, no doubt frowning behind that black-and-white porcelain mask.

“I think you should be in a better mind-set before learning this.”

“I’ve seen your face, Adria. I know it’s been years. I just want to know how many.”

The woman sighed.

“Six. Six years.”

Even braced for the knowledge, she still felt stabbed in the gut. Six long years for everyone she’d known, and yet only the blink of an eye for her. Precious Goddesses above, Tommy was almost as old as she, in a sense. And if that much time had passed...

“Has he moved on?” she asked, halting her exercises. She struggled to force the question out in the foreign voice created by the stranger’s tongue inside her mouth. “Has he found someone else?”

The soft fall of Adria’s shoulders gave the answer long before her words confirmed it.

“Yes,” she said. “I believe he has.”

Brittany swallowed down a sudden lump in her throat.

“Good,” she said. “Good for him.” Damn it, these stupid tears. She didn’t want them. She didn’t want any of this. “Does... does he know how I died?”

Adria’s head tilted the slightest amount.

“We were told you died of heart failure.”

Still a secret, then. Brittany couldn’t decide if that was a blessing or a curse. Perhaps both.

“I’d like to be alone for a while,” she said, pointedly dropping the subject.

“Of course.” Adria dipped as if bowing to a superior and then turned for the door. Helpless frustration pushed Brittany to ask one last question before her sister-in-law might leave.

“Why did you bring me back?” she asked. “Why give me this body, this life, if he doesn’t even need me anymore? My time was done, Adria. My life, my pain, my loving and living and dying, it was done.”

Even with her mask to hide behind, Adria could not bring herself to turn and face her.

“I thought it was the right thing to do,” she said.

“Do you still believe that?”

Adria said the only answer Brittany would have accepted.

She said nothing.




CHAPTER 2
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Devin’s optimism dropped into his shoes as he stepped through the door. Though it had once been a bedroom, the four-poster bed had been removed and replaced with a long oak table. Vikar Caria and Vikar Forrest sat at the table’s opposite side, neither one looking particularly pleased. The sight of silk curtains, ornate dressers, and a towering mirror behind them would have been comical if not for the dire expression on their faces. If Devin looked out the curtained window, he could catch a glimpse of the charred walls that had surrounded the cathedral’s exterior.

“Have a seat, Devin,” Forrest said.

An empty padded chair waited for him directly across from the Vikars.

“Given how this feels more akin to a tribunal, I think I’d rather stand.” He kept his hands burrowed into the pockets of his leather coat, feigning relaxed confidence. Ever since the cathedral fire, the leadership of the church had been scattered among a handful of homes and buildings generously offered to them by Londheim’s wealthy. Devin currently met with the Vikars in a mansion belonging to a family who made their wealth from rope and leather factories near the docks. The mansion’s proximity to the destroyed cathedral made it a convenient headquarters for the leadership of the church to use as they organized their rebuilding efforts.

“It wasn’t a suggestion.”

Devin flinched. It was never pleasant being on Forrest’s bad side. But now his Vikar had turned the situation into a direct challenge. He could refuse it, of course, a scenario unthinkable a few weeks ago. But now his sister was acting Vikar of the Day, and more importantly, she was practically worshipped by the people of Londheim. Neither Vikar could afford to have Adria as an enemy if they were to maintain the city’s precarious peace.

“If you insist,” Devin said, and he slid into the chair. He shifted his coat so that his sword and pistol were clearly visible. Proper behavior would have had him disarm himself before an official meeting with his superiors. Given how said superiors had kept the reason for the meeting a secret when sending a novice requesting his presence, Devin felt it was a small but satisfying disregard of tradition.

He leaned back in the chair and said nothing as the silence stretched on and on, growing increasingly uncomfortable. He had no intention of making this easy on his Vikars. His gut told him exactly what this meeting would be about, and he didn’t like it one bit.

“I understand your feelings will be complicated in regards to this matter,” Forrest said after coughing to clear his throat. His blond hair, normally kept back in a neat ponytail, hung loose about his face. The muscular man wore the traditional Soulkeeper uniform instead of the black suit worn by a Vikar. It certainly hung easier on his muscled frame. Was his suit lost in the cathedral fire? Devin wondered. Or did he anticipate a battle with Devin and need the freedom of movement? Devin’s eyes flicked to the enormous axe leaning against the table beside Forrest. Not a good sign.

“‘Complicated’ is one way to describe it,” Devin said. “I assume we are to talk about Adria?”

“We are,” Vikar Caria said. She looked even worse off than Forrest. The circles underneath her eyes darkened her brown skin so that she looked like she’d lost a bare-knuckle fight. “Given everything we’ve both heard and witnessed, it’s clear we are ignorant of much about your sister’s abilities. We’d like you to remedy that as best you can.”

Devin dug his heels into the carpet so he could rock his chair back and forth a few inches.

“There’s an easier way to obtain this information,” he said. “You could ask Adria herself, yet you haven’t. Why is that, my Vikars? Do you believe she’d lie to you? Or... are you afraid of her?”

“One of our Faithkeepers is resurrecting the dead,” Forrest said. “Curiosity is only natural. Now less attitude and more answers, Devin.”

The chair creaked as he lowered it.

“If you want answers, you’re not getting them from me, for I haven’t any to give. Her power bewilders me as well.”

“Where did it come from?” Caria asked. “The spectacle we witnessed at the cathedral was far beyond any healing or protective prayers other keepers have exhibited. Did it emerge naturally with the newly awakened world, or was it given to her?”

“More like forced upon her,” Devin said. “Unasked for, and unwanted, I assure you. The monster we hunted by the name of Janus captured her, and it was by his magic she received this power.”

The eyes of both Vikars lit up. It seemed neither had believed he would share as much as he already had.

“So it was given to her by the dragon-sired,” Caria said. “Not the Sisters?”

And now Devin realized why he should just keep his mouth shut. That fact alone could be used against his sister.

“So far as I understand it,” he said. “Which isn’t much. The power to manipulate souls belongs solely to the Sisters, and nothing I have seen contradicts that belief. Though the gift was given to her by a dragon-sired, Adria wields the power of the Goddesses in some shape or form. Of that, I am certain.”

“But to what end?” Forrest asked. “And for what purpose?”

“Is that rhetorical?”

“None of this is rhetorical,” Caria snapped. “Your sister is already acting Vikar of the Day after Thaddeus’s death, and will likely keep that post once we elect a new Deakon. Knowing what she is, and what she’s become, is of vital importance. If you were truly loyal in your faith to the church, you’d understand that.”

Devin ground his teeth together to halt his initial response, which would have been far too crude for addressing his superiors.

“So my faith is now in question,” he said. “Any other surprises you’d like to spring on me while the day is young?”

“Ditch the attitude,” Forrest said. “We witnessed the resurrection of one hundred lives. Our flocks are hailing it as a modern miracle, worthy of praise alongside the Sisters themselves. Thousands flirt with the edges of blasphemy. Our people are frightened, our city under siege, and our sacred buildings aflame. This time is ripe for false prophets to steal glory from the Sisters and cast it upon themselves. So if Adria views herself as a bringer of some new holy scriptures, we’d like to know, preferably before she becomes appointed to lead the entire church of West Orismund.”

“You mean Westreach,” Devin said, unable to help himself.

Forrest’s glare could melt steel.

“Unbelievable,” he muttered.

“Listen well,” Caria said, forging on in an attempt at diplomacy. “We are merely curious as to your sister’s intentions. Will she be placated with an appointment as Vikar, or will she press to become the new Deakon of Londheim? It’s unheard of someone receiving either position at so young an age, but these are hardly normal times, and Adria is no normal candidate.”

“You use subterfuge and whispers when a straightforward approach would suffice,” Devin said. “I hate to repeat myself, but if you want to know my sister’s intentions, then ask her. I am not her keeper, and she is not one to lie. If I may be so bold, this meeting, and your questions, lead me to believe you fear her power, you fear her ambitions, and you are looking for reasons to act against her. So forgive me, my Vikars, but I will give you none.”

Forrest’s chair creaked as he stood. His hand drifted to the handle of his axe.

“May I remind you that we could send you back to prison if we wished,” he said quietly. “You have been given no formal trial, and your current freedom is conditional only on our good graces.”

Devin hated this, hated everything about his current situation, but he couldn’t show weakness. If he were honest with himself, he was also sick of all the horseshit.

“Then do it,” he said, rising to his feet. “I’ve bled and killed to protect Londheim and its people, and I fought alongside both of you when the dragon-sired burned down the cathedral. Your accusations of treason are false, and you both know it. But please, by all means, toss me in prison for crimes I haven’t committed. Let us see how long it is until Adria smashes down its walls to set me free.”

Vikar Caria slammed her gloved hands atop the table.

“You would flaunt our authority due to your sister’s popularity?” she asked.

“The positions of Vikar and Deakon have always been based on popularity,” Devin said. “Consider me upholding tradition.”

He spun and stormed for the door.

“Halt,” Forrest ordered. Devin’s hands settled atop his weapons as he turned back to the Vikars.

“Yes, my Vikar?” he asked softly.

“Your dalliances with dragon-sired may be forgivable, but the actions of your apparent lover, Jacaranda, are not,” Caria said. “She must still undergo trial for the murders at the Gentle Rose Brothel. You may be found innocent, but will she?”

Devin’s jaw twitched. His hands tightened about his pistol and sword. Memories flashed through his mind of an injured Jacaranda stumbling into his home, her clothes splashed with blood that wasn’t hers.

“If you come for her,” he said, his voice ice, “it won’t just be Adria standing in your way.”

“Noted,” Forrest snapped. “Consider yourself on leave for the time being, Devin. I don’t want to count someone so insolent among my Soulkeepers’ ranks.”

Devin bowed long and low to the both of them.

“Fucking fine with me.”




CHAPTER 3
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Jacaranda was caught off guard by the anger in Devin’s movements as he slammed shut the door to his home and stormed immediately into the kitchen. Puffy elongated within the fireplace and lifted one beady eye higher than the other.

I don’t know, she mouthed to the firekin as she rose from the couch. She found Devin in the kitchen ripping the cork out of a bottle of wine, not caring for the mess that splashed across his floor.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, putting a hand on his arm.

“I’m currently on leave,” he said. “And I deserve it, too, for being an idiot and threatening my own Vikar.”

“You threatened him?” she asked. “Why?”

“Because of you,” he said, and she winced. His tone immediately softened. “Sorry, sorry. It’s not your fault. This whole situation’s gone diving into the gutter and I’m desperately trying to tread water lest I be drowned in shit.”

Devin put the bottle to his lips and drank. Wine dripped out the sides of his mouth and ran down his neck. Jacaranda bit her tongue to prevent herself from scolding him. Something had gone terribly wrong, and she would let him blow off steam however he needed to.

“Better,” he said after pulling back the bottle and gasping in a breath. “Not much, but better.”

He retreated to his chair by the fireplace, and Jacaranda followed.

“I’m all right, I promise,” Devin said upon seeing Puffy’s worried head poke out from the fireplace.

“I’m not sure either of us believe you,” Jacaranda said as she leaned against the wall with her arms crossed. “How about you start from the beginning before that bottle’s empty and your memory is shot?”

“If you insist,” he said. She listened as he recalled the surprise meeting with his two Vikars, and he spared no kind words for his opinion on that matter. Less amusing was when he switched to Devin’s and Jacaranda’s arrests prior to the dragon-sired attack on the cathedral.

“Do you think they’re bluffing?” she asked. “Or will they risk Adria’s anger and come for us both?”

“I think I’m in the clear,” Devin said. He tipped the bottle her way. “Besides being Adria’s brother, it’s ridiculous to claim I conspired with the dragon-sired after fighting against them during the attack. You, on the other hand, are in a far trickier situation.”

“I shouldn’t be. Adria can prove the existence of my soul in mere moments.”

“I’m not talking about that,” he said. “No, much more damning now are the accusations of you murdering people at the Gentle Rose Brothel. Normally I’d scoff, but I remember the shape you were in when you came home. What happened that night? I’ve tried to respect your privacy, but at some point my Vikars will force this situation to a head. I’d like to know I’m on the right side.”

“You’ll be on my side,” she said. “Why would that not be enough?”

“Jac, I love you, but that doesn’t mean I’ll turn a blind eye to everything you do. Not if you’re murdering innocent people.”

Jacaranda tried to see things from his angle, but she couldn’t shake the feeling she was being judged. Of course he’d be upset if she were wantonly killing. Would it be right to expect him to cover for her? To sacrifice his beliefs to protect her? No, she didn’t think it would be, but no matter how much she told herself that, it remained bitter in her stomach, and the words rang hollow.

“Yes, I was there at that brothel,” she said. She hesitated, wanting to know how Devin would react. “Yes, I performed the killings.”

She should have never doubted.

“What did they do to you?” he asked softly.

“One of the bed warmers,” she said. “He worked with Gerag by testing the soulless to keep their training sharp after they were sold. The other two were guards who tried to stop me from fleeing.”

She left out the parts of her going to the brothel to work out her fears and paranoias about intimacy. Devin didn’t need to know any of that, certainly not while he was angry and halfway through a wine bottle.

“I swear Gerag’s rottenness seeped everywhere,” he said with a sigh, and slumped deeper into his chair.

You have no idea, thought Jacaranda, her mind flashing to the dark corridor beneath the Sisters’ Remembrance, and the hideous, cursed form imprisoned there.

“Will the Vikars bring me to trial?” she asked.

“I don’t know. They’re threatening it. Based on what you’ve told me, I think there’s a decent chance that, if you admit to everything, they would be willing to extend mercy given the bed warmer’s involvement in Gerag’s crimes. There’s still the guards, though, the poor bastards.”

Jacaranda took the bottle from Devin’s grasp and downed a few burning chugs of her own. She needed to keep her guilt at bay, and both alcohol and anger were wonders in that regard.

“I will admit nothing to them,” she said upon handing it back. “I hold no faith in your Vikars’ judgments.”

“They’re good, honorable people,” Devin said, suddenly defensive. The shift in his behavior was quick and subtle. There was a degree of separation between them, she a person outside the church, criticizing those like him within. Did he even realize it, she wondered, or was it merely a reflex built up over a lifetime of service to the Sisters?

“Good people,” Jacaranda said. A mirthless laugh escaped her lips. “Devin, do you know why I wasn’t imprisoned in the room next to yours when the cathedral battle started? Vikar Thaddeus had me brought to his chambers in secret, where he then offered me drugged tea.”

Devin’s entire body froze as if he had been carved of marble.

“Thaddeus tried to drug you?”

Jacaranda hesitated. She’d not told Devin of how she’d escaped the cathedral, of Thaddeus’s betrayal, and of killing Gerag’s cursed form underneath the Sisters’ Remembrance. That moment of sliding the knife along his wrists, of taking the life from the sick, twisted master who had dominated so much of her existence, had felt deeply personal to her. She’d only told Devin one night that she’d found Gerag. All else she promised to tell in time, once she was ready.

It seemed now she was.

“Your sick Vikar tried more than that,” she said. Her stomach clenched at the foul memory. “He tried to curse me with the Book of Ravens. Thaddeus was the hidden link we were looking for. He was the wealthy buyer that kidnapped Gerag. One of your good and honorable Vikars tried to drug and execute me to hide the fact he bought soulless from Gerag to serve as his little sexual playthings. I cut his throat for it, and then I went below the Sisters’ Remembrance, where a mutilated Gerag was being held prisoner, and I bled him out as well.”

“Thaddeus, working with Gerag?” Devin asked. His mind appeared to have ceased functioning properly. “Why... why didn’t you tell me any of this?”

“Because I feared how you would react,” she said. “I killed Thaddeus to escape, killed one of the highest members of your church. At what point do you stop forgiving me, Devin? Lucky for me, the fire claimed that bastard’s body, though I consider that a tainted blessing. It has been a special form of torture listening to the faithful praying in the streets for Thaddeus’s ‘kind soul,’ his ‘devout nature,’ and his ‘honorable sacrifice.’” She spat the words out with greater and greater relish. “No one will know the true extent of his perversions. Lucky him, I suppose. He dies pure in the eyes of the church, the same church that would have me punished for killing a bed warmer in league with Gerag’s underground trade.”

Her blood was boiling now, the words tumbling out of her mouth as fast as they entered her mind. She found her hands clenched into fists, and they shook at her sides.

“I don’t care what your Vikars think,” she said. “I don’t care if they’re upset, or if they want to imprison me a second time. I know you rely on the Sisters and the church for strength, but so far they have only brought me misery. I guess that’s to be expected, though, isn’t it? Until a few weeks ago, the Sisters didn’t even know I existed.”

“That’s not true,” Devin started, but she would not be there to hear the rest of his argument. Jacaranda grabbed a thick coat by the door and flung it on as she burst out into the cold. At least her white scarf wouldn’t stand out. Jacaranda walked without a destination, only needing the movement to keep the fuming frustration from overwhelming her entire body.

Once she exited the Church District, and more and more people joined her upon the cold cobblestone, she felt her nerves cooling. Devin was in an impossible situation and, by his own admission, had just cursed out his superior for threatening her. What more could she expect of him? Actual bloodshed?

“It’s not his fault,” she muttered as she walked between shuttered stores and boarded-up doorways. “You’re the one who killed the bed warmer, not him. You could have left. You could have let him live.” An older woman bundled in layers cast her a strange look as she walked past. Jacaranda’s hand slipped to her scarf on instinct, confirming its presence.

You’re talking to yourself, that’s all, she thought. She wondered if her suspicion and fear would ever truly subside, or if she’d spend the rest of her life waiting for her chain tattoo to be exposed.

Jacaranda checked her pocket for coins and found them empty. Damn it, a bite of warm food sounded amazing right now, but it was either steal it or return home to grab her coin purse from her room. Her frown deepened at the thought of either action. Stealing from those themselves struggling with the besieged Londheim felt wrong, yet returning to Devin? That likely meant apologizing for storming out, but damn it, was it wrong for her to be angry? Couldn’t she rage? Devin had come home smashing apart a bottle to drown himself in alcohol, and he wasn’t even the one the church was threatening with imprisonment.

Jacaranda’s gait quickened. Forget it. Let the cold air cool her temper. Despite the lack of money, she drifted to the nearest little market, pretending to be interested in what few wares were available. When she’d finished there, she moved on to the next, letting the hours pass in solitude. The time allowed her to digest the news, and frustrating as it might be knowing the church would use her against Devin and Adria, they’d need to prepare for another arrest. They couldn’t rely on Adria’s popularity and authority forever.

Perhaps it was her training, perhaps it was her constant paranoia, but within moments she realized she was being followed. The young, dark-skinned woman was eyeing her while trying to pretend otherwise. Whenever Jacaranda moved to the next stall, this woman inevitably moved on within moments. Jacaranda stole a single glance, but what little she could see of the woman’s face brought back no memories.

What game are you playing?

Jacaranda had not grabbed her weapons before leaving, a misstep that weighed heavily on her as she shifted her path. That meant relying on surprise to be her weapon. She pretended to be finished shopping and made for the exit. Sure enough, the woman followed. Instead of returning home, Jacaranda continued westward for another two blocks, picking locations carefully.

There, a relatively wide alleyway and without too much clutter so she could move about. She turned and slowed her steps. It was quiet here, and far from prying eyes. If the woman tailing her planned an attack, it’d be here and now. The sound of Jacaranda’s boots upon the stone echoed in her ears, her every sense flaring active in anticipation. Closer now, she could feel her unwelcome shadow hurrying closer, the hairs on her neck lifting up as she heard another pair of footsteps dashing in.

At the last possible second she spun, her left hand shooting out to catch the assailant’s wrist, halting the striking motion of her dagger. Her shadow let out a frightened cry just before Jacaranda’s other arm smashed into her throat. The woman staggered backward, or at least, she tried. Jacaranda refused to release her other hand, not while it still held a dagger. A quick jerk, a painful twist, and the weapon fell to the cobblestones.

“Damn you,” the woman croaked as she stumbled backward. “Let me go!”

Jacaranda did, not at her request, but out of shock. Her elbow to the throat had dislodged her attacker’s cloak wrapping about her neck, revealing the tattooed skin beneath.

The chain tattoos beneath.

“You were soulless,” Jacaranda said.

“You should know,” the woman spat. She looked torn between fleeing and lunging in an attack with her balled fists. “You dragged me to my new owner.”

This woman was one of Gerag’s, she realized. One of the soulless she herself had trained and escorted during her time as the bastard’s special chosen.

“You don’t understand,” Jacaranda insisted. “I didn’t have a choice.”

“Liar,” the woman snapped. “You always had a choice.”

“No,” Jacaranda said, and she pulled down her scarf to reveal her own tattoos. “I didn’t.”

[image: Illustration]

With Londheim battened down as if expecting a siege, it wasn’t difficult for the two to find a quiet place to talk. Devin would likely have approved of the location, for it was atop the flattened roof of a home adjacent to the market district. Unlike Devin’s roof, this place was meant for visitors, with faded tarp drawn across thick wood poles to form an awning. Jacaranda sat in one of the wood stools while her ambusher paced on the opposite side of the weathered square table.

“I didn’t think it was possible,” her ambusher, Wren, said with a heavy shake of her head. She’d introduced herself once they’d found their spot. “I kept an ear open for any rumors of other soulless awakening, but I never heard much beyond a few strange occurrences in the east. Certainly nothing here in Londheim.”

“That’s because the church worked to keep it that way,” Jacaranda said. She suppressed a bitter wave of bile that crawled up her throat upon remembering Thaddeus’s grotesque speech when he thought her paralyzed from her tea. She forced her thoughts to the woman pacing before her. Wren was small, even for a woman, and her round face looked destined to forever be described as baby-like, a fact not helped by her enormous umber eyes. Her pale shirt was tightly buttoned and tucked into a thick gray skirt that hung down to her ankles. She wore a thin cloak of similar color, which was fastened at the top to hide her tattoos.

It had confused Jacaranda at first that she didn’t remember bringing a younger Wren to her owner. After a few minutes of watching her pace, she’d realized Wren was a recast woman, and that her long, tightly braided hair was a wig. What had her name been back then? Jacaranda wondered. Aaren? Warren? Something like that. Knowing this allowed her to remember that trip to a small house tucked into the southwest corner of Londheim, to an old man with graying hair and a white frosting of stubble across his cheeks and chin.

“What did your...” Jacaranda caught herself before she finished the thought. She’d meant to say “owner,” but she knew all too well how much that description would burn. “What did your former controller do when it happened?”

“Grandpa was mostly just confused,” she said. She stumbled over the word “Grandpa,” not to Jacaranda’s surprise.

“Did he want you to call him Grandpa?”

Wren answered with a nod.

“From what I’ve put together since awakening, he didn’t take his grandson’s death all too well. One of his children bought me to play-act as a replacement. Gra... Kennet’s mind is not sound. Within a day or two of my playing the part, he believed I was his grandson, Warren. When my soul returned, he thought I was having some sort of seizure. When I refused to act the role of his grandson, it nearly broke him. He accused me of being a gremlin who stole away his boy so I might take his place.”

Jacaranda listened intently, intrigued by Wren’s emotions. Wren lacked the rage Jacaranda had felt for her previous master. When she spoke of her grandpa, her words were mostly filled with pity. Of course, she’d been treated like a beloved grandson. Not like Jacaranda. Not like a personal, sexual plaything.

“Is he still alive?” she asked.

Wren leaned against one of the awning poles. Her fingers absently traced the curls of her black hair. It was a very fine wig, Jacaranda thought, and almost certainly stolen based on the cheap quality of Wren’s other clothing.

“Kennet never hurt me,” Wren said softly. “I doubt he knew I was soulless. I was just his grandson, his perfect little well-behaved grandson...” Her eyes flicked up to meet Jacaranda’s. “My anger isn’t for him. It’s for those who sold me. Who trained me. I thought you one of them, but I was wrong. That still leaves Gerag. Where is he, Jacaranda? Where is that miserable prick?”

“Why is it you hate him so?” Jacaranda asked. She couldn’t help but compare Wren’s situation to hers. A coddled life confused for a dead grandson, versus her time as a sexual teacher and plaything? How could Wren’s situation compare? “The fate he sold you to was a kindness compared to what most of us experienced.”

Wren froze for a moment, then exploded. Her heel smashed the side of the table between them, toppling it.

“A kindness?” she asked, her voice cracking. “A kindness? Do you think my training was so innocent as that? Do you think Gerag ever gave a shit about what I was meant for, or who I was going to? Oh, he knew, Jacaranda, he knew, and it only made him that much worse.”

She crossed the gap and grabbed Jacaranda’s shirt with shaking fingers. Jacaranda’s spine went rigid, and she clenched her jaw to prevent herself from reacting. Wren leaned closer, their noses nearly touching. Her voice dropped to a strained whisper.

“‘What a pretty boy,’ he told me. ‘I’d hate for such a pretty boy to go to waste.’ It may have just been once, but I remember it, Jacaranda. I remember it with a searing clarity that won’t go away no matter how hard I try. I remember it when I sleep. I remember it when I get dressed. I remember it when I walk about Londheim with my tattoos hidden beneath my cloak. What a pretty boy. I want him dead. I need him dead. Where is he, Jacaranda? His mansion’s burned down, and I hear he’s gone missing, but I know he’s hiding somewhere. So where is he? Tell me. Tell me, so I can kill him!”

“I can’t,” Jacaranda said softly.

“Why not? Why would you protect him from me?”

“Because he’s already dead. I killed him.”

Jacaranda had not lifted a finger in defense, yet Wren staggered away as if struck.

“Dead?” she asked. “Then... what about Belford?”

Belford had been Gerag’s personal butler and assistant to the training. Jacaranda had shot him through the mouth during her and Devin’s failed attempt to rescue another awakened soulless, Marigold.

“Dead as well,” she said. “Both at my hand.”

Wren’s hands balled into fists and then released. Her head swept side to side. Finally she settled into the chair she’d neglected the entire conversation. Her pent-up energy seeped out of her with a visible relaxation of her muscles from head to toe.

“Both dead,” she said. “So then there’s no one left.”

“I’m sorry,” Jacaranda said. “I understand your need for revenge. I felt it myself. Gerag died horribly cursed and disfigured, if you find comfort in knowing that.”

“Comfort,” Wren said. She spat the word out like a joke. “Imagining what I’d do to them is what kept me going. To find you, and learn that everyone’s dead and gone... it’s like the world moved on and didn’t bother to tell me.”

Jacaranda wished she could offer comfort. She’d been so lucky to have Devin when she awakened. Poor Wren had no one but a mentally ill old man who couldn’t possibly understand what was happening.

“I’m sorry for... well, everything,” Jacaranda said, and she chuckled. “Not that it’ll do much good. Where are you staying at now? Please tell me you’re not sleeping on the street.”

“No,” Wren said. “I mean, I did, but not anymore. A recast man found me and offered me a home while I needed it.”

“That was decent of him. I have a feeling we former soulless will be relying on the kindness of others for many years to come. I’m glad someone lent you aid. And Wren...”

Jacaranda slowly reached across the table, knowing she had to offer Wren plenty of time to refuse. Even after all this time had passed, Jacaranda knew how difficult accepting physical touch could be for a soulless like them. How important offering that choice was. Her hands wrapped around Wren’s, and when she squeezed, the other woman squeezed back.

“I’m happy to meet another,” Jacaranda said. “So happy, and I will do whatever you need to help you acclimate. We’re bound in a way no one else in all the Cradle understands, and I will honor it as best I know how. There may be no blood between us, but you are my sister, do you understand?”

The emotional outpouring was more than Wren was capable of handling. Little tears swelled underneath her eyes.

“Do you mean that?” Wren asked.

“I do.”

“Good.” She wiped her sleeve across her face. “Then will you teach me to fight?”

“To fight?” Jacaranda laughed out her surprise. “Why is that?”

“When I decided to kill Gerag, I started teaching myself how to wield a knife, and for all my training, you disarmed me and knocked me down in seconds. I want to fight like you do. And if someone ever sees my tattoos, I want to know how to defend myself. So will you?”

Jacaranda rocked her chair back and wondered what she’d gotten herself into.

“It’s a deal,” she said. “From this day on, consider yourself my apprentice.”
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