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To Grace and Rachel,

who were there from the beginning
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE



THE CHURCH

DRUSA AKKANI

Holy Mother of the Church of the Black Sun. Formerly an inquisitor.

HESAYA JINAAN

Seventeenth Sister of the Church of the Black Sun, an exorcist.

JACEN KHERIS

Eighty-seventh Brother of the Church of the Black Sun, an exorcist.

ANDRAS LEV

Twelfth Brother and Chief Exorcist of the Church of the Black Sun.

NINETY-NINE

A novitiate, an exorcist in training. Nicknamed “Nines.”

ELYAS

A former pupil of Jacen Kheris and a traitor to the Church. Deceased.
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THE CITY OF ZIVORA

SARAIDA ANCARATH

A Knight Captain and merchant heiress. Betrothed to Seth Semira.

YSIRA NAKTIS

A mercenary and purveyor of secrets. Mother to Neri Semira.

AVRAM SEMIRA

High Lord of Zivora, Protector of the Citadel. Father to Ged and Seth.

GED SEMIRA

Knight Commander of Zivora, heir of Avram. Father to Damir, Casandra, and Neri.

NERI SEMIRA

Illegitimate son of Ged and Ysira.

SETH SEMIRA

A Knight Captain, rank honorary. Second son of Avram.

OGDEN

A healer of suspicious background.
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THE GODS

ILETH

Lady of Despair.

NABATAR

Lord of Sickness.

THARANOTH

Lord of Hunger.

TURIL

Lady of Pain.

RAKALEM

Lord of Fear.

ZEPHON

Lord of Sorrow.


There is shadow under this red rock,

(Come in under the shadow of this red rock),

And I will show you something different from either

Your shadow at morning striding behind you

Or your shadow at evening rising to meet you;

I will show you fear in a handful of dust.

—THE WASTE LAND, T. S. ELIOT


PART I
CHILDREN OF DARKNESS
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FROM THE WHITE CATHEDRAL ARCHIVES:

When we destroyed the world, the gods should have condemned us to our suffering. Instead, they built for us a sacred city, where the faithful might live free of fear, hunger, sickness, pain, sorrow, and despair. In exchange for this great mercy, we must follow their commandments.

We shall renounce the worship of demons.

We shall give unto the Church a tithe of coin.

We shall offer up our secrets, in prayer and in confession.

We shall speak no tongue but the gods’.

The canyon shall belong only to the dead.

Our children shall bear a scar of consecration, in service of our holiest mandate: each year when the shadow comes, whether it demands one man or a thousand, we will provide its due.

—ANDEL TAMARAN, HOLY FATHER OF THE CHURCH OF THE BLACK SUN, 11 A. C.


1
EXCISION



JACEN

When the sun went dark, the people of Zivora knew it was time for a Harvest.

The eclipse was like nothing natural, because the shadow that blotted out the light, casting the desert into perpetual dusk, was not a moon. Its totality lasted forty days, each night following the sun along its arc until it dipped below the rim of the world.

The eclipse’s umbra sprawled over the canyon called the Scar, where at other times of year, the midday heat killed more swiftly than the monsters lurking in the depths. When the shadow came, even they kept still, waiting for it to pass. On the eve of the Harvest, Brother Jacen Kheris had no such luxury. Tis was the year’s holiest season, and it was his duty as a Priest of the Black Sun to counsel, pray over, and minister to the people in their disquiet.

He needed a drink.

He often felt that way, but especially during the eclipse, and especially when Mother Akkani deigned to visit him at such an unholy hour of the morning. He’d had every intention of going directly from his bed to his liquor cabinet—why not, when the sun was about to vanish for a full cycle? But instead, Akkani sat across from him, pale hands folded, awaiting his reply with the patience of a stone.

She had given him no warning at all. She was too clean for his chapel, and Jacen could not stop thinking about that. Calling this place a chapel, in fact, seemed a disservice to their order. Floors that hadn’t been swept in months, wax and charred spots from supplicants’ abandoned votives, a patch of bristly grass struggling to grow through a broken window . . . sand everywhere, though Jacen thought he deserved leniency on that count. In the desert, certain battles were not worth fighting.

He cleared his throat. “I can’t take a new novitiate.”

The novitiate in question stood by the door. She was a slight girl of fourteen, with dense white curls and skin so dark, it was almost blue. She stared at the floor and tugged at her overlarge grey robes as if they itched.

“You don’t have a choice.” Akkani pursed her lips, the expression nigh-imperceptible on her spare features. Not a scrap of excess on this woman. Her hesitation bordered on subliminal, but Jacen had a talent for noticing that. It was perhaps the only sense in which he remained a good priest.

“Mistakes were made,” Akkani went on, “with your last novitiate’s training. Not all of them were yours. There is no reason for me, or the Council, to believe they will be repeated.”

“I can serve in other ways,” said Jacen, in a tone he dearly hoped did not convey his rising panic.

“We’ve been more than patient with you, and for an exorcist of your caliber to do so little with his talents is a travesty.” The words were structured as a compliment, but Akkani’s jaw clenched like it pained her to say it. Maybe it had been for the novitiate’s benefit—though the girl regarded Jacen with a level of doubt he would have found offensive, once. “You will serve in whatever capacity I decide,” said Akkani. “And you will teach your new pupil with all the diligence she deserves. You’ll both assist Sister Jinaan this morning.”

She handed him a scrap of parchment, scribbled with an address.

Her voice carried a note of finality that Jacen did not dare contest.

He bowed his head. “Yes, Your Holiness.”

Akkani rose, barely disturbing her wooden stool. Jacen did the same. At thirty-two years old, he remained as uncomfortable as he’d been as an acolyte to sit while she stood. The Church assigned its priests numerical ranks based on power and seniority, and the Holy Mother was First.

Akkani motioned the girl forward. “Her designation is Ninety-Nine.” A pause, and the faintest of smiles. “Wasn’t that yours, too, when you started with Brother Marez?”

Jacen forced a nod. Nines, he’d been called throughout his apprenticeship.

“You’ll get on well.” Akkani smoothed her robes, black and immaculate as her hair. Jacen was suddenly conscious of the way his were stained pale with dust. Akkani glided away—and stumbled on a clay pot that had somehow ended up on the floor. They all pretended not to notice.

Once she was gone, he waited a moment before he dared unclench his fists. Bloody crescents marked his palms. It hadn’t been enough to quell the shaking, nor to distract from the pounding in his skull. How long had it been since he’d had a proper drink? Eight hours? Probably less.

It seemed, however, that he would have to cope.

He motioned his new novitiate out the door. They exited the chapel to the Knots, the labyrinthine settlement of sun-baked clay that sprawled beyond Zivora’s pale gates. The streets lay deserted at this hour but for the occasional rogue tumbleweed rolling through the dust. Low in the sky, the sun rose. Its red-orange hue grew muted as totality approached. The shadows had begun to sharpen, scattering tiny crescents across the russet dirt, and a chill festered in the air.

Novitiate Ninety-Nine appeared to agree with Jacen that it was far too early for this. Though she did her best to conceal it, he caught her yawning and rubbing sleep from her eyes. Old Brother Marez would have backhanded Jacen for that, and judging by the girl’s skittishness, she expected the same from him. She hovered close as a burr in his shoe and said little besides the word sorry.

As they trudged through the Knots’ crooked streets and decrepit buildings, Jacen asked her, “Have you ever assisted with an exorcism?”

He tried to sound friendly, approachable. But she stared at him, shoulders hunched like a startled stray cat before answering, “I’ve only studied the theory. I’m sorry.”

“Just follow my lead,” said Jacen. “You’ll do fine.”

She bobbed her head and fixed her gaze on the street. Conversation over. Gods, but he was out of practice. Talking to his first novitiate had been easier than this, hadn’t it? Jacen tried to remember Elyas, but his skull felt full of sand. It pounded with every step.

Their destination resembled any other residence in the Knots—red adobe scaffolded with kirikil bones, nestled low to the ground to keep out the heat. A pair of priests, a man and a woman, waited outside.

Like Jacen, they wore black robes and identical silver medallions: two concentric circles graven with six notches.

The man, Brother Ramun Taoro, was fat and sturdy with a shaved head. He didn’t bother to lower his voice as he said, “He’d better be sober for this.”

His peer, a reedy woman with chin-length red hair, jabbed him in the shoulder to shut him up. Sister Hesaya Jinaan conveyed her annoyance in a deeply professional manner, which made it worse.

“You’re late,” she said. “This must be your new novitiate.” Jacen gestured at the girl. “This is Nines.”

She stiffened at the nickname.

“Welcome,” said Hesaya. “May the Six bless your training.”

Taoro was scrutinizing Ninety-Nine as if struggling to discern an obvious defect that would make her suited to Jacen’s service. “You and I will assist while Sister Jinaan performs the mental excision. Brother Kheris will guide you as he observes.”

Though he should not have been surprised, Jacen winced. “Protocol requires three priests for an exorcism.”

Taoro raised his eyebrows. “Astute observation.”

“My report suggests this demon is a primitive one,” said Hesaya, more diplomatically. “It’s a good opportunity for a new novitiate.”

Ninety-Nine seemed less confident, but neither did she try to argue.

She stared at the dirt, avoiding eye contact.

A thin man shuffled out of the house. He cast about a suspicious glance, then said something to Hesaya in rapid Zal, too quiet for Jacen to catch.

For the purpose of communicating with the denizens of the Knots, many of whom spoke only the old languages, Hesaya had been allowed to learn Zal. To learn—but not to speak freely, unless she had no other choice. She addressed the man in Standard, the gods’ tongue. “We’re here to perform the rite. Nothing more.”

The man pursed his lips and nodded, making it clear he understood. “I am called Natok,” he said in heavily accented Standard. “Come this way.”

Jacen lingered behind to tell his novitiate, “The Knots are like this. Some families wouldn’t let the Church in at all, given the choice. They’re desperate when they come to us, and it isn’t personal. Meet them with respect and they’ll show you the same.” He hesitated, and added, “I’m sorry about the nickname. If there’s something you’d rather I⁠—”

“No,” she said. “I like it. It sounds more like a real name.”

She didn’t have another one. Acolytes’ given names were erased along with their memories at the start of their training, to be returned when the Church deemed them worthy.

The girl seemed mortified at having interrupted Jacen, but he smiled. “Nines, then.”

He saw her fight not to smile back, and some forgotten corner of his heart began to warm.

Inside, the domed living area was lit by high, sliver-thin windows letting in the fading daylight. A mother and daughter huddled in a corner. They were typically Zal—olive-skinned with red-black hair and russet eyes, dressed in unassuming dark clothes. A tattered banner hung on one wall, black with a woven red glyph: an inverted triangular spiral, likely denoting one of the three long-abandoned cities of the canyon deep.

Beneath the banner was a cot, on which a small boy lay very still, hands and wrists bound with cactus-fiber rope. He couldn’t have been older than eight. This possession was in its early stages; the host still could have passed for an ordinary child.

“This is my son, Ciro,” Natok said. “He started behaving strangely . . . two days ago. Yesterday he set a fire. Now he cannot speak.” His face grew taut. “Every day I check my equipment. How could I miss this?”

Brother Taoro set a heavy, reassuring hand on the man’s shoulder. “Demons can be adept at hiding, and this is why our order exists. Have no fear—we will excise this one, too.”

Natok nodded meekly. He wouldn’t look Taoro in the eye, but that was to be expected. A telepathic priest’s white irises, long since drained of natural color as their extradimensional senses developed, tended to unsettle most people.

“You said he started a fire?” said Hesaya, as she examined the boy. “How?”

The question seemed to confuse Natok. “I did not see.”

Hesaya checked the boy’s pulse, then his pupils. She stood back. To an untrained observer, she would not appear to be doing anything at all, but Jacen quietly prompted Nines, “What is the first stage of exorcism?”

“Assessment,” said the girl. “She’s examining his mind. Searching for the demon.” Her dark grey eyes, still barely flecked with white, narrowed on the boy. “I don’t sense anything.”

“Your sight is only a tool,” said Jacen. “If you’re going to use it, don’t squint. Don’t strain. Look through the world, not at it, and see what the Source has touched.”

The Source was the dimension from which demons came. Its energy tainted all living creatures, made them vulnerable to demonic influences. With the proper talents, one could detect that energy. With the proper training, they could even manipulate it.

Every telepath was different. Some sensed it as a subtle hum, others a scent. To Jacen, extradimensional energy had a pulse. He had distant memories of what it had been like when he was first learning, struggling to hold it in focus. Now . . . drink dulled his senses, but still he felt it: a strange and constant alien heartbeat, whether he searched for it or not.

He kept his distance so as not to distract Hesaya but performed his own rudimentary assessment. It took Nines a moment longer. Jacen suppressed a grin when he heard her grunt of satisfaction. The girl was quick.

The possessed boy thrashed in his restraints and made a noise like nothing human. His mouth moved, and the pulsing web of his mind stuttered. Shifted. Hesaya blinked, flinching backward a step.

“Oh.” Nines clamped a hand to her forehead. They all felt it, even the boy’s family—as though suddenly, the air in the room had grown too crowded. “That was manifestation, wasn’t it?”

The boy sat bolt upright, regarding them with a flat, ancient stare. A grey-blue shimmer slid over his irises like flies floating on water.

“The demon reveals itself,” Jacen affirmed. “It’s so small,” Nines said.

That it was. Simple to assess, driven by little more than survival instinct, and less intelligent than the pigeons that delivered Jacen’s reports each morning.

“Very old, though,” he said. “And still quite dangerous.”

“It’s only vermin,” Hesaya said to Natok, who translated for his family. “A nameless creature. It used a candle to start the fire; it has no power of its own.”

A touch of disappointment tinged her psyche. Odd. But before

Jacen could be certain about it, the feeling was gone. He shook himself, blaming the hangover and his general unease.

“Now we coax it out and trap it,” Hesaya was saying. “Keep your distance.”

As she spoke, Taoro sprinkled holy oils along the windows and doorframe. This, of course, was all for show. Some exorcists used incense or talismans, other hymns and verses from the White Codex, but this battle was all in the mind. Hesaya took her place at the foot of the cot, Taoro on the left, Jacen and Nines on the right, like three points of a triangle.

“Undying gods above, creators of the world, builders of our great city!” Taoro intoned, with unnecessary drama. “Divine lords of suffering! We implore you spare this child. Grant him your mercies and deliver his body and soul.”

“Sister Jinaan is a master at extradimensional communion,” Jacen said to Nines. “Pay close attention. Do you remember the third stage?” “Interrogation—” Nines started to say, but Ciro thrashed against his restraints with another inhuman scream.

“Help me hold him down,” Taoro ordered, and Nines quickly complied.

Jacen turned to the family. “This part can be uncomfortable.” Extradimensional communion was the language of demons. One felt the disturbance it caused in their bones; it echoed in the mind and branded itself there. “Try to remain calm. Emotion makes you vulnerable.”

Ciro’s mother muttered to herself in Zal, fidgeting with her necklace of obsidian beads and dyed-red cactus fibers. It sounded like a prayer, to a god far older than Zivora’s, and it made Natok say something curt and urgent to her.

“No.” Jacen waved a hand, though the couple regarded him with renewed suspicion. “Use whatever focus tool serves you best.” His fellow priests often disagreed—indeed, Taoro was glowering at him—but Jacen had always opined it was the purpose, not the minutiae, of the religious practice that mattered.

Hesaya pressed two fingers of her left hand to her temple and raised her right as if parting a curtain, parsing the invisible tapestry of Ciro’s mind.

“In the name of the Six,” she pronounced, “I command you to depart this vessel.”

Ciro’s limbs jerked and twitched as the demon’s control slipped. It tried and failed to respond to Hesaya, appropriating the boy’s vocal cords for a dissonant attempt at speech.

Anguish emanated from the family, throbbing against the inside of Jacen’s skull. The parents remained rooted in place—there was fear there, too. The sister, a girl of no more than six with a large birthmark on her cheek, tried to run to Ciro. Jacen knelt and caught her before she could reach him. As she struggled against Jacen’s hands, tears streamed down her face.

“It’s almost over,” he told her. She didn’t understand. He looked to Natok for help, but the man’s haggard gaze was fixed on his son. Jacen lowered his voice and switched to Zal. Unlike Hesaya, he’d been forbidden from learning it. But it had come to him as easily as a mother tongue. It was his earliest shame, the first secret he’d kept from the Church. “Ciro is safe. Look⁠—”

Hesaya had transitioned to the next phase—excision. The separation of demon from host. Her eyes rolled back in her head and her lids fluttered, as what transpired in her mind commanded all her focus. Her fingers worked furiously, like a weaver at a loom.

Still holding the child, Jacen joined Taoro in linking their minds with Hesaya’s, waiting on the periphery of her consciousness in case she needed assistance. She rarely did, but an exorcist could never be too careful.

Hesaya attempted to trick the demon, finding its shape, teasing it out—a risky, time-consuming strategy, and not one Jacen would have chosen. He trusted Hesaya not to cause brain damage; she was a strong Fifth Tier telepath, but this demon was too primitive to call a bluff. Jacen would have simply scared it out by clamping off the boy’s vital functions. Jacen, however, was Sixth Tier, one of only a handful in their order.

Gods, but he missed this work.

Ciro’s left hand spasmed. The flesh of his palm bubbled and bulged. A pale, wormlike creature slithered upward as though tethered to an invisible thread. Hesaya coaxed it out, excruciatingly slowly. Blood trickled down Ciro’s hand, streams twining around his wrist as he whimpered in pain. Demons usually entered through a facial orifice while the host slept, and could emerge from anywhere the exorcist found convenient. The hand was not what Jacen would have chosen, either—perhaps the shoulder, or the thigh, somewhere with a large muscle and fewer moving parts, so as to minimize internal damage. He made a mental note to explain this to Nines later.

From inside his robes Taoro produced a special container: a tube of strange, pale material, provided by the gods themselves to contain a demon until it could be delivered to them and destroyed. He positioned it over Ciro’s hand.

The rope around the boy’s left ankle snapped. He flailed, confusion and pain roiling around him. His foot connected with Taoro’s face. Taoro dropped the container, swearing in a most un-priestlike manner, and the demon fell from the boy’s hand to the floor. It twitched there, dazed, then wriggled under the cot.

It took Jacen, Hesaya, and Taoro half an instant to realize none of them would fit down there. Nines glanced between them, seized the container, and dove. There was a clang of metal against clay. She emerged seconds later, twisting on the lid with trembling hands. The extra presence in the room faded.

“I got it,” Nines exclaimed.

Hesaya gave her an approving nod and beckoned the parents forward. Gently, Jacen urged Ciro’s sister to follow.

Hesaya held up Ciro’s bloody hand, showing the family the ridged, coiled pattern not unlike the scars of a rootworm infection. “This is the final stage: reemergence. Treat this as you would any wound, be gentle with him, and give him water and rest. Lord of Sickness willing, he’ll be past this in a few days.”

Ciro’s mother knelt beside the cot, embracing her son and murmuring to him in Zal. Natok faced Hesaya, tears lining his eyes. “Thank you, Sister.” He clasped his hands together and bowed low. “Brothers. Thank you for saving him.”

Hesaya pointed heavenward. “All glory belongs to the gods.”

But it was not during their prayers that Jacen felt the presence of the divine—it was here. Not the physical sensation of extradimensional communion but a subtler, more elusive thing he’d craved all his life. The fulfillment other priests claimed came to them naturally, constantly. It was why Jacen had loved this. He’d been honored to be ordained, honored to do this work. He glimpsed it in Nines, too—still breathless, brimming with pride over having reunited a family and saved a life.

Jacen clung to the moment like a crumbling handhold on a cliffside.

Hesaya smiled at Natok, grasped his shoulder, and excused herself. She gave Jacen a meaningful look. Numbly, he accompanied her away from the others, toward the door.

“Brother Lev wants you to do this last part,” she said, very quiet.

Jacen followed her gaze to the little girl, Ciro’s sister. She was asking Taoro if he was all right as he rubbed his face and grumbled good-naturedly.

Jacen’s heart sank. “Hes, no.” It came out a plea.

“I’m passing on orders,” she said. “The girl will be marked, and it must be by you.”

“Fucking Lev,” Jacen spat. Between his headache and the sheer injustice of it all, he couldn’t muster anything more eloquent than “He can fall ass-first on a cactus and eat my⁠—”

“Keep your voice down. You know it’s not Lev who chooses. You know the rules.”

He did. The girl was probably a telepath. Children selected so young usually were. Not strong enough to be trained as priests, Third Tier at the most, but of interest to the gods nonetheless.

“We have no choice,” Hesaya said, and now her tone held a trace of the friend she’d once been to Jacen. What happened to Elyas had never sat well with her, and Jacen felt a fresh pang of loss over them both.

He gave a single, jerky nod. Quick and subtle, Hesaya passed him the marker: a piece of metal the size of a slivered fingernail, easy to overlook. She gave him another meaningful glance, though not without sympathy, letting him know she would be watching.

He had the strangest urge to pray for forgiveness—but to what? He pushed it aside.

And so, as they took their leave, Jacen did his duty. Just a hand on Ciro’s sister’s arm, in blessing as the family thanked them again. He pinched the metal chip between his thumb and forefinger to awaken it. It latched on to the girl, the tip breaking off and burrowing beneath her skin, no more painful than a fly bite. She scratched her neck and winced. She would not think about it again, but sometime after tomorrow’s offering ceremony, she would disappear with the Harvest.

Jacen pocketed the chip. Until it came time to return it to the Church, he refused to think about it. But as he left the house, his ears rang. Even the dimming sunlight hurt his eyes.

As Hesaya and Taoro debriefed with Nines, Jacen muttered something about relieving himself and stepped away. He rounded a corner, glanced down the alley to make sure he was alone, and slammed his boot against the adobe wall. A strangled noise, half-yell, half-sob, escaped him as he sagged against the clay and sank to the dirt, fingers knotted in his hair.

Jacen sat there for a time before Nines found him. He tried not to wonder how much of his outburst she’d witnessed, as she sat beside him and hugged her knees to her chest.

“Do you ever feel guilty about it?” She knew exactly what he’d done.

Jacen struggled and failed to embody the capable mentor he was supposed to be. Instead of answering, he shook his head.

“She’s so young.” Nines’ voice was very small.

“To be chosen for the Harvest is a great honor,” Jacen recited. “Do you know what happens to them?”

Every new novitiate had the same question, and the answer was always the same: “It’s not for us to know.”

For the weak telepaths, the ones most often taken as children . . . for whatever purpose the gods required of them, they needed to last a long time.

Nines’ guard was down, her mind in turmoil, and Jacen was privy to all of it. Telepathic priests had to be taught to keep their emotions firmly leashed, because they were so prone to the influence of everyone else’s. It was easy, far too easy, to forget oneself in the churning tides. It was why they were forbidden families, lovers, and children. It was why they were given numbers, not names, until they had proven themselves trustworthy, until they could control themselves, until a name was only a word. It did not matter to Jacen what he was called, because he was not a person. Not really. And Nines was not a child.

He had learned that early and learned it well. It was his duty to teach his novitiate the same.

Jacen thought again of Elyas. His first student. His responsibility. His failure. Elyas was nineteen when he died, stuck in Jacen’s memory as little more than a boy—the day a god’s pale, fourfingered hands gripped his chin and snapped his neck like a twig.

“I’m so sorry,” Jacen said aloud to no one in particular.

There was a rock where his heart ought to be. He could not, as of late, shake the sense that he teetered on a precipice above an abyssal dark. Something was on the verge of breaking, and though he had faith in little these days . . . from that shadow he knew he would not emerge unscathed.


2
HARVEST



YSIRA

The people of Zivora gave their dead to the desert. They carried corpses through the dust and the cacti, walking as far as they could before nightfall—though never too far, lest the wastes take them as well.

Alone among the city-state’s denizens, Ysira Naktis made this journey not to give but to retrieve. She stalked along the hard-packed red dirt over meandering, gently hilly terrain. The sun lay low on the horizon. As totality drew near, stubborn, final beads of light winked along the edge of the black disc.

Ysira paused in her tracks to watch, an almost ritual farewell, until only Oe’s soft blue glow remained. The vast ringed planet kept a soothing vigil with the twin moons, tonight both waxing crescents.

Night, during the Harvest season, was the only time Ysira did not feel as though she were being watched.

Long ago, in days lost to living memory when Ysira’s people had freely roamed the desert, this ritual had demanded the dead be cast into the canyon—the sprawling, fathomless divide in the world that gave the Scar its name. Nowadays, no one made it that far. Ysira followed a well-worn path through scrubby vegetation and a labyrinth of bones, taking care not to step on the desiccated remains of men, women, and children. Most were sun-bleached skeletons, stripped of meat and moisture by the Scar and its creatures, but a few had just been carried out today.

The funeral processions had long since departed. When the shadow came to Zivora and no one was promised survival, the city tended to become a mess of drunken revelry, desperate crime, and idiotic spur-of-the-moment commitments. Purchases. Business ventures. Weddings. Ysira was more than happy to get away from it all, but one could never be too careful outside the city walls. She ran her left thumb over the stump of her little finger. A perpetual reminder of the last time she’d run afoul of a higher power.

Her objective lay beneath a tall yucca plant, hunched like a twisted human figure at prayer. The corpse belonged to a man in his forties. He’d been gone a full day now, limbs stiff, skin bruise-dark where it met the ground. Ysira knelt beside him and pulled supplies from her satchel: a bundle of rags, a jar half-full of Ogden’s special solution, and an assortment of slender knives.

She cut the man’s shirt off, spreading it to reveal his chest and abdomen. Patches of red, peeling rash covered his skin. Pointlessly, she waved away the flies. She began with a long incision beneath the ribcage. She spread apart skin, fat, and muscle, scooping out clotted fluids, working through the tissue layer by layer.

From its perch on a nearby skull, a tiny owl watched her with enormous amber eyes. It hooted softly, almost reproachful.

After a decade of running errands for Ogden, Ysira knew better than to ask him why. This was not the first time the old healer had paid her to retrieve human remains. Once, he’d had her locate a cave deep in the canyon, to which she still returned every now and then to scrape mold off the rocks. Another time, she’d stolen vials of pus, drained from lesions on sick goats in the High Lord’s personal stables.

People liked to whisper about Ogden, saying he was a purveyor of blasphemous knowledge, in league with demons. He never outright denied it. He kept the Church off his scent by sending Ysira to do his dirty work, and she didn’t mind. She’d become rather more comfortable among the dead than the living. Besides, she owed Ogden her life.

She located the head of the pancreas above the man’s third kidney and cut the organ free. She noted a fungating mass across its surface and a sulfurous odor that made her stomach roil. Cancer, just as Ogden had predicted.

Ysira’s ears prickled, picking up the crunch of dry yucca sheddings nearby. The owl took flight and flapped noiselessly away.

“Shit,” Ysira muttered. She covered her incision with the man’s shirt flaps, leaving him with as much dignity as she could muster. She dusted off her robes, crammed the jar inside her satchel, and slung her kirikilbone glaive across her back as she crept around the bend.

A man was racing toward Ysira, down the dirt path. She reached for her weapon and he skidded to a stop.

The man was young, probably younger than Ysira’s twenty-nine years, dressed in rags and clutching a roughspun sack. Red, blistering burns marred his brown skin. Not a Guardsman after all. She was almost disappointed. A fight would have done wonders for her mood.

She tilted her head at him. “What happened to you?”

No answer. His chest heaved as he regarded her with panic. Curiosity piqued, she prodded, “What’s in the bag?”

His eyes darted toward it, then back at her. “What’s in yours?”

Fair enough. Likely, he was a scavenger from the Knots. They came out this way sometimes, braving the wastes in search of forbidden salvage from the canyon ruins. But something about him—the way he held that sack like a clutch of rattlesnake eggs—unsettled Ysira. Was he afraid of losing it or afraid of it?

“They’re after me,” he said. “I have to get home.” “Who?” Ysira demanded.

He had to pause for breath. “Guard. Not far.”

An understanding passed between them. Ysira seized him by the arm, practically dragging him along her path. Keeping low to the ground, they stole behind a towering one-armed cactus. They slid down a pebbled slope into a burrow half-concealed by shrubs and agave plants⁠—

—to find someone already there.

The man, slumped against the back of the burrow, took a moment to notice them. A rainbow glaze shimmered over his eyes as he turned his head languidly sideways.

“You’re shiny,” he said.

A thorn eater. Of course. Ysira gritted her teeth and urged the scavenger along, bracing herself to wait. Hopefully, the thorn eater would keep still, hallucinate in silence long enough for the Guard patrol to retreat.

No sooner had she shuffled past the shrubs, though, than he let out a piercing yell. She lunged, prepared to choke him into shutting up. He dodged with irritating dexterity, making her fumble to hold on to her satchel.

“Stay away!” He brandished a short flint knife.

The scavenger stumbled back. He was a liability, already injured and unwilling to let go of that blasted sack. It occurred to Ysira that she could run and leave him there. She nearly did. But then he would have been killed or sentenced to some ludicrous amount of prison time once the Guard got hold of him. And gods, but she’d been looking for an excuse to hit someone since the eclipse began.

“I’ll deal with this,” she said to the scavenger. “Run.”

It was the last thing he’d expected her to say. He stared at her until she enunciated, “Go.”

The thorn eater pounced. Ysira punched him in the jaw. If she was getting arrested tonight, she might as well deserve it.

The scavenger darted off into the night. The thorn eater doubled over, cursing. Ysira imagined he was a specific someone else and hit him again. Again. Again. Somewhere in that haze of red, his knife caught her in the stomach.

As she cried out, he pulled back, holding his bloodied nose. Staring at his blade—completely clean. Ysira winced, massaging the fading sore spot on her abdomen, and straightened.

“Demon,” he hissed.

Whether he’d used the word as a simple pejorative or the hallucinogen actually allowed him to see the creature coiled around Ysira’s brainstem, she didn’t know. She spread her arms in satiric apology. “I suggest⁠—”

He spat a mouthful of blood at her and tackled her by the waist. His shoulder rammed into her diaphragm. She lost her satchel, gasping for air as they both went down. The jar slipped out and shattered on a boulder. Ysira clawed through the dirt for something to use as a weapon and cringed when her fingers brushed the slimy pancreas.

She smashed it against his skull. He howled and sank his teeth into her shoulder. A strangled shriek escaped her.

“Get—fuck—off me!”

He did, because the Guard patrol chose that moment to arrive. The thorn eater socked Ysira in the gut and ran cackling into the desert. She scrambled to her feet, wheezing, with all the grace of a drunk with a concussion. She still held the pancreas, now certainly ruined. Ogden would be unhappy about this.

She braced to throw it—might buy her a few seconds’ advantage—but faltered. The two men before her wore white cloaks. Knights, not ordinary Guardsmen.

Little as Ysira liked to admit it, she would not win this fight. Even when she’d been in training for knighthood herself, she had never been above average in skill, and she’d fallen out of practice in the decade since. More importantly, if they inflicted any serious harm on her with that steel they carried, she’d have a far more complicated problem on her hands. She resigned herself to a shit couple of nights. She’d spent time in jail before, and she always found a way out. She could make it a shit time for them, too.

“Caught ourselves a corpse-robber,” said the taller, bald knight, who was entirely too smug for someone who’d done nothing but stumble across Ysira. He glanced at his peer, a pale man with a long, braided beard. “An awfully bold one, to be stealing from the dead during Harvest season.”

The bearded knight clicked his tongue. “She looks scared. Must be remembering that thieves make good sacrifices.” He demanded, “You alone out here?”

Ysira was not, in fact, scared, and resented the insinuation. She jabbed a thumb over her shoulder in the direction the thorn eater had run. “Besides him? Yes.”

“Have you seen another thief? Male, Zal, carrying dangerous contraband?” The knight spoke like a man accustomed to getting whatever he wanted.

There had been a time when Ysira, too, could have spoken in such a way. Through the bitterness that rose like bile in her throat, she flashed him her most radiant smile. “Go fuck a cactus.”

The bearded knight had, by now, had enough of Ysira. He drew his blade and leveled it at her. “Hand over whatever it is you stole.”

If only she’d come for something as simple as coins or trinkets. With little choice left in the matter, Ysira tossed the pancreas onto the sand at the knights’ feet.

What happened next was predictable, if nothing else. The horrified knights arrested Ysira, confiscated her tools and weapons, and marched her to the nearest garrison. They sat her down in a stuffy, windowless cell, on one of two stone slabs protruding from the walls.

The garrison, at the very edge of the Knots, bled out of Zivora’s pale-stone. The city proper was like a single organism; its looming bone-colored buildings showed no seams or chisel marks, as if they had been poured into place. Yellow globes embedded in the walls emitted perpetual soft light—another gift, the priests said, from the gods who built Zivora. Having been born amidst the worn and low-lit adobe of the Knots, Ysira had always found them unsettling.

The bald knight sat on the stone slab opposite her. “You’ve been here before, haven’t you?”

Over the last decade, Ysira had been picked up by various garrisons eight times. Thrice she’d been sentenced to prison, though she never served longer than a few days.

The knight tried again. “What were you doing with that man’s liver?” “Pancreas,” said Ysira, before she could stop herself.

He stared at her. “Why?”

She shrugged. “He wasn’t using it anymore.”

It was a stupid thing to say. It positively enraged the knight, and too late, Ysira noticed the worn prayer beads and doublecircle medallion looped at his belt.

She was saved from having to defend herself by a knock on the door.

“You’re relieved,” said a familiar voice, with crisp authority. “I’ll handle this.”

Ysira fought the urge to slouch down on the slab, as though the palestone might absorb her. Just when she’d thought this night couldn’t get any more humiliating . . .

The bald knight cast her one more contemptuous look before snapping to attention. “Yes, Captain.”

Knight Captain Saraida Ancarath entered. She was short and muscular with a square face made for military discipline—currently in shambles as she beheld Ysira with no small amount of shock.

Most people in Zivora belonged to two closely entwined ethnic groups: the Telu, who’d been nomads, and the Zal, who’d built their empire from the canyon. A minority hailed from more distant reaches of the Black Sun’s dominion—telepathic children retrieved by Church seekers, or merchants seeking to expand their fortunes. Saraida’s grandmother was one such merchant, as evinced by her fair, freckled skin and eyes greener than anything in the Scar.

Saraida dismissed her subordinate and, once they were alone, simply stared at Ysira.

“Gods above,” she exclaimed. “I thought you were dead. Where have you been?”

Unease curled in Ysira’s gut. Perhaps this would be more difficult for her to get out of than usual. She did her utmost to appear bored anyway. “Corpse-robbing. Among other things.”

“I’d heard some sordid rumors, but⁠—”

“Do we have to drag this out?” Ysira interrupted. “Are you going to explain?”

Saraida may have been referring to the corpse-robbing or Ysira’s disappearance from the Citadel years before, but regardless, the answer was Definitely not. Ysira angled her head toward the door, indicating the departed knight. “I promise, whatever audacious heresy he’s imagining is much more exciting than the truth.”

“I know that.” Saraida was, like most foreigners, smart enough not to criticize Zivoran beliefs where she might be overheard. Theological subtleties and superstitions might be subject to debate, but the gods’ power remained as apparent as the eclipse in the Harvest sky. “The Church may disagree.”

“The Church is part of your chain of command now?” Ysira didn’t quite manage to keep the desperation out of her voice. Saraida couldn’t know just how badly this would end for Ysira, should the Church get involved.

“Something has the inquisitors on edge,” Saraida said. “More than usual Harvest business. I don’t want to turn you in, but I’m beholden to the law.” She rubbed her forehead. “What about the other thief? Can you tell me where he went?”

Looting from the ruins was a crime, too, albeit not one that should have merited the involvement of knights. Ysira picked dirt out of her nails, struggling to feign disinterest. She did not talk to Guardsmen about her fellow citizens; it was one of the few moral strictures to which she adhered absolutely.

Saraida spread her arms like a woman at her wits’ end. “What happened to you?”

Because it had to be something pitiable, hadn’t it? Something sufficiently humiliating or traumatizing to make Ysira Naktis, respectably ranked Knight Candidate, disappear off the face of the earth and fail to amount to anything useful. Rancid, years-old fury boiled up inside her. She’d never give Saraida—first in their candidate class, now the youngest Knight Captain anyone could remember—the satisfaction of the full story.

When Ysira didn’t answer, Saraida released a heavy sigh. She tried a different tack. “Are you hurt?”

The pity in her tone made Ysira feel worse. She glanced down at her shoulder, where her shirt was torn and bloodied from the thorn eater’s mouth. “It’s not my blood.”

Saraida leaned forward, frowning. “Really? Because it looks⁠—”

“I said it’s not my fucking blood.” It wasn’t anyone’s business but Ysira’s that the bite would be healed by now, scarred over with knobby pink-and-white scar tissue like her stomach and little finger. Like the jagged line across her throat.

“Fine.” Saraida rubbed her forehead again. “My knight recognized you, and that one tells his priest everything. There are only so many strings I can pull. You’re facing charges for corpse-robbing, breaking curfew during the Harvest, and aiding the escape of another fugitive. It’ll be hard labor on the docks, and . . . Ysira, you might get life down there.” It would be easy to put Ysira away. Saraida didn’t know this, but there was no longer any official record of her existence. She might as well be a recurring hallucination to these people.

Just a ghost passing through, destined to be forgotten.

“What could you possibly gain by refusing to cooperate?” Saraida asked. “What do you want, Ysira? I’m truly asking.”

It was a good question. A decade had passed since Ysira awoke with her memory of the last few cycles gone, body beset by changes as confounding as they were frightening. Day to day now, all she seemed to do was stay alive. Evade notice. Avoid the Church, who would do far worse than imprison her if they learned she’d escaped the gods’ judgment.

No one was meant to return from the Harvest. That was as much a fact of life in Zivora as the sun and its horrible shadow. And yet, Ysira had. “I’m trying to help you,” Saraida went on. “I don’t understand. You could still have served, made a difference, even if you couldn’t make the cut to be a knight.”

A small, pathetic part of Ysira wanted to confess. Precious few people from her old life knew she still lived, and none knew the truth of what she had survived. But no one could know. She couldn’t risk it. The only realistic option left to her was to keep her mouth shut, keep her walls up, and ensure Saraida would not seek her out again once she made her escape. Face-to-face with the living embodiment of everything she could never be, it was all too easy to summon the necessary ire.

“You’re right,” Ysira snapped. “I’m not a knight. I don’t have to sit here and tell you your shit doesn’t stink.” One of the few benefits of insignificance was that she could say whatever she pleased. Only a little power lay in that, but it was power nonetheless. “I don’t have to pretend you’re a hero for doing the Church’s bidding like a trained pigeon.”

Hurt—and maybe a touch of guilt—flashed across Saraida’s face. It was gone in an instant, and she eyed Ysira coolly. “Fine. Pretend this is about principles. But I remember when you would have given anything to be one of us.”

The worst part was that Saraida wasn’t wrong.

Like a slow-healing scar, Ysira’s old resentment still itched. She couldn’t believe she’d been reduced to feeling superior for having had the shit kicked out of her by a thorn eater—and not even for the first time—because didn’t this at least engender a sort of resilience that Saraida had never had to develop? One thing Ysira had that she did not?

Envy, after all, was not something with which anyone worthwhile should struggle. Anger could be righteous, hatred could be provoked, but envy necessarily required admitting you’d fallen short.

Saraida left Ysira alone beneath the baleful glow of the palestone lights. And no one knew, nor cared, that she was there.
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JACEN

The first time Jacen had seen a god, he was eleven years old. It was the year of his formal induction into the priesthood, in which he took his first vows, one step closer to earning back the memory of his first name.

Jacen had been three years younger than average when Brother Marez chose him as a novitiate, and he had never let anyone forget it. He’d thought himself terribly clever.

On the eve of the Harvest, the first in which Jacen would be allowed to witness the offering ceremonies and stand in the presence of the divine, Marez accosted him with a question:

“What is a god?”

Once he’d gotten over his initial surprise, Jacen answered with confidence. “The gods created our world and built Zivora for us. We help them fight demons and keep the evils of the Source at bay.”

“That is what they do. It is not what they are,” said Brother Marez. “Try again.”

“The gods . . .” Jacen frowned. “They’re the first and strongest telepaths, with power over the Source. We owe them our allegiance.”

“Some demons have power over the Source, and we owe allegiance to High Lord Semira.” Marez shook his head. “Again, novitiate.”

“They can’t die. Our weapons can’t hurt them.”

An older acolyte had told Jacen the legend of the last time someone tried. The would-be assassin, an agent of a heretical rebellion, had managed to infiltrate an offering ceremony and shoot an arrow at Turil, Lady of Pain. The goddess had turned as though she’d known it was coming and let it bounce harmlessly off her skin for all to see.

But this time, Marez smacked Jacen on the back of his head. “You’re describing mere attributes and missing the point of the question. What is a god? What makes them worthy of our worship and the tremendous sacrifice we offer?”

Jacen tried to think in more abstract terms. “They give us a standard for morality and truth. Their existence means there’s a purpose to ours—we’re part of something greater.”

He was proud of himself for that one, but it earned him another smack.

“Wrong.”

Desperate now, Jacen said, “The Zal word for the Source, Asal, encompasses what they believed⁠—”

Marez backhanded him, hard enough that he saw stars. “I know no Brother or Sister of mine taught you that one, boy. Don’t speak of Zal superstition in this chapel again.” His expression was grim. “A god is judgment. A god decides the fate of the world. They can take life as easily as they gave it, and if they are not appeased, we face annihilation. They are gods because no power can stand against them.”

He had left Jacen to mull that over, somewhat shaken. That night, he hadn’t slept at all.

When it came his own first novitiate’s turn, Jacen had told Elyas something more in line with his own answers—something about truth and purpose and the war against demons. But in the years since, he’d come to see the truth in Marez’s words. He had come to feel the exhaustion with which they were spoken.

And last night, Jacen had simply let Nines sleep while he drank himself unconscious.

On the day of the first offering of the four hundred and fifty-first Harvest, Jacen traveled with his novitiate to the Citadel on foot. The rambling adobe of the Knots gave way to Zivora’s landscape of ghostly stone, its brutal angles jutting up like the earth’s splintered skeleton. The city was built on a massive scale, large enough to accommodate three times its population of two million. It was as much artistry as architecture, designed to make one feel small. Jacen swore its paths shifted and changed according to eldritch whims, as though it had been built by beings with a far different understanding of geometry.

The way was forbidding beneath the waning light and painfully quiet. People tended to keep their affairs indoors during Harvest season, even before the nightly curfew, avoiding the floating polyhedra as tall as giant cacti. The polyhedra appeared to be made of the same stone as the city and moved steadily and silently as the sun across the sky. On the first of the forty days, they emerged from the walls, and on the last, they returned.

Jacen had watched it happen once, as an acolyte. He’d followed an octahedron down an alley, where it had merged with an archway as evenly as water poured into a pool. When he asked his teachers about it, they said it was not for him to understand.

The towers of the Citadel soared high over the city and housed the High Lord’s palace, the City Guard headquarters, and—most prominently—the White Cathedral. Flying buttresses clawed up the sides of the great stepped pyramid, like arched vertebral columns bowed beneath the weight of centuries. Past a yawning, shadow-swept entrance, the interior was a labyrinth of twisting corridors and pallid lighting. Its walls brought to mind skin pulled tight against a ribcage.

Jacen chose a back door into the Cathedral, below the aviary where he’d spent countless hours as an acolyte. Twice he had to slow his long strides, as Nines struggled to keep up and sidestep pigeon droppings. Jacen’s ordinary walking pace had oft been described as alarming, and it was certainly worse today, but he wanted this over with. He hadn’t the faintest idea how he was meant to tolerate this nightmare of a ceremony.

He followed the Cathedral’s bent axis approach to its grand courtyard, turning at a sharp angle to enter the vast open space. Six equidistant statues lined the circle: the gods, rendered in titanic proportions, their powerful hands pointed toward the heavens. At their center, below the pyramid’s peak, lay a garden of cacti and desert flowers—a rare spot of greenery in the Citadel. Scores of priests and novitiates milled about the perimeter, self-segregating along lines of age, ethnicity, and doctrine. Try as it might to make them all the same, even as their pale eyes reflected the gifts they shared, the Church itself could not eradicate the human tendency to tribalism.

Jacen had always stood apart from the rest, comfortable neither among the elders nor his peers, at home among neither the foreign-born nor the people of the Scar. He’d also fancied himself their better. As a newly ordained priest, he’d torn his way up the Church’s echelons with aspirations of sitting on the Council. Before the trouble with Elyas, Jacen had held the numerical designation of Seventeenth.

His idiot younger self would have been humiliated to know one day he’d be demoted to Eighty-Seventh, reduced to skulking through this crowd like an acolyte who wasn’t supposed to be there.

This place had the feel of a crack in the earth overflowing with ants, and Jacen was somehow in everyone’s way. He encountered Hesaya and Taoro first, whispering to each other as he passed. More whispers followed, and white eyes tracked him from every direction. For such a large group of telepaths, not a blasted one of them seemed to understand the meaning of discretion.

“Brother Kheris!” a priest called after him, loud enough to turn several heads.

Jacen cringed and forced himself to face the man.

Brother Andras Lev adjusted his white sash conspicuously, as if he worried Jacen might forget he was the Church’s Chief Exorcist. Lev looked him up and down with exaggerated surprise. “You’re alive!”

Jacen dipped his chin a fraction of an inch. Lev was of middling height, pale like a northerner with a wispy aspiration of a mustache. He was the most junior member of the Council, who’d been a sniveling acolyte when Jacen was ordained.

“Mother Akkani said she paid you a visit,” Lev said. “She told me, over tea, that you used to⁠—”

“What can I do for you, Your Eminence?” Jacen interjected. Talking to Lev was like talking to his younger self, and thus Jacen preferred to keep their conversations as short as possible.

“Your recent assignment wasn’t difficult, was it?” Lev said, heedless. “Sister Jinaan didn’t struggle too much?”

For gods’ sake. Faced with vermin of the Source in the body of an eight-year-old, of course Hesaya hadn’t struggled. Jacen managed to keep his mouth shut and turned to look for Nines. She’d shrunk back several paces, clutching the demon’s container as though she feared it would run away from her.

“I’ll take that.” Lev didn’t deign to approach a novitiate, only beckoned with two fingers and made her come to him. “Unless you mean to keep it as a pet?”

Nines handed Lev the container and mumbled, “Your Eminence.” She backed away more quickly than was proper.

Lev addressed Jacen. “I trust your additional task is complete?” The words were laced with implications. But Jacen said, “Yes, Your Eminence,” as contritely as he could muster. He reached into his pocket for the metal chip he had used to mark the little girl yesterday, praying Lev would just take it, but the other priest waved a hand.

“I’ll be giving the prayer. I’ll let you do the honors.” With that, at least, he got out of Jacen’s way.

Jacen resumed his determined march toward the far edge of the courtyard and murmured to Nines, “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” she said unconvincingly. “I was just noticing . . . you don’t seem to like him very much.”

Jacen failed to suppress a scoff. “He’s a pathetic excuse of an exorcist and was promoted to the Council because he’s worthless in the field.” Nines’ mood brightened a bit at the acid in his tone, so he let lack of restraint get the better of him. “He thinks he’s going to be Holy Father someday. Utterly delusional. Hesaya barely lost out on his position, and only because she’s not such a blasted sycophant.”

“Sister Jinaan said you were acolytes together,” Nines said.

It wasn’t quite a question, but at least she was speaking. Jacen had spent the better part of two days with her now and still he could not tell whether she liked him—let alone trusted him—or planned on poisoning him in his sleep.

“We all arrived within a year of each other,” he said. “Hes and Taoro and I are all that’s left of our cohort.”

In his peripheral vision, Nines flinched. Their first attempt at conversation since this morning, and Jacen couldn’t have chosen a more depressing thing to say.

Those early years of training were brutal, and if an acolyte was not selected as a novitiate by the age of sixteen, they were marked for the Harvest and given to the gods on the last offering of that year’s eclipse. Of Jacen’s cohort, less than half had survived to ordination.

He fumbled for a change of subject as he chose a spot near the statue of Nabatar, Lord of Sickness. Soon, a rumble overhead drowned him out.

The floor trembled as the roof of the pyramid split open. Massive pieces rotated to reveal the sun overhead, washing the courtyard with its red-orange light. A hush fell over the crowd, then a ripple as it parted for Zivora’s High Lord. A retinue of his family and closest advisors followed, the only civilians allowed at this ceremony. The doors to the Cathedral depths thudded shut at their backs.

A god walked with them.

Rakalem, Lord of Fear, appeared human from a distance—a tall, lean man with long white hair, clad in silvery robes. But when one looked closer, one noticed his lack of eyebrows, his pointed ears, and his ridged skull. The bloodless dark grey of his skin, the utter lack of hue in every part of him but his brilliant violet eyes. His teeth bared in an expression that was not quite a smile, exposing pointed canines.

As the god ascended the pulpit, Jacen bowed his head. A shiver crawled up his spine. Rakalem’s mind had a weight to it, vast and alien as the shadow creeping over the sun.

Without a word, he lifted a four-fingered hand. The sun winked out.

In a moment, the red glow drained away and all that remained was a radiant silver halo with its aura of coronal loops. The statues’ shadows lengthened and darkened. Night-blooming flowers unfurled their ghostly petals.

The god began to speak, in a booming voice that made the courtyard tremble:

“Four hundred and fifty-one years ago, this land was ruled by your ancestors and their heretic priests. In their arrogance, they charged their acolytes to traverse the Gates between universes and return from the Source possessed by demons. They called forth powers they could not control and forced our intervention.

“You lost the right to rule yourselves. But we are merciful. We gave you this mighty city and ordained you, our priests, to protect it. So long as you obey our laws and pay us tribute, you will enjoy our blessings, and you will spend eternity among the faithful in our celestial paradise.” He raised a hand toward the heavens, to where the stars glimmered in the midday dusk. “But for those who transgress as the demon priests once did . . . they shall know neither the gift of paradise nor the mercy of oblivion. They will suffer eternity in torment.”

Jacen clenched a fist in his robes, fixing his gaze on the floor. In his mind’s eye, a different god took Elyas’s jaw in his hand. He twitched his four fingers and snapped his neck. Again and again and again. Jacen could not stop it. He had only ever been able to drown it.

“Each year we remind you,” said the Lord of Fear, “that we can take the sun itself. You must never forget our power, and you must present your offerings. Brothers, Sisters—consecrate their souls to us.”

From below the pulpit, Brother Lev intoned the words of a prayer they all knew by heart:

“Gods above, creators of all life, our masters and protectors—we offer you these souls. Deliver us from sorrow⁠—”

“We offer you these souls,” all assembled replied as one. “Deliver us from hunger⁠—”

“We offer you these souls.” Jacen mouthed the words with the rest but could not bring himself to make a sound.

“Deliver us from pain—” “We offer you these souls.”

Before the effigy of the Lord of Sickness, the priest in front of Jacen trembled. A sob broke from her chest.

“Deliver us from fear⁠—”

“We offer you these souls.”

The priest unclenched her fist over the chalice at the statue’s feet. A patter of metal against stone followed—at least a dozen, maybe twenty clink-clink-clinks.

No one knew for certain how the Harvested were chosen, or how they were taken, or where. Only that for one out of each year’s ten cycles the eclipse came, and people disappeared. Usually a few dozen, but sometimes hundreds, in a slow trickle or all at once. Sometimes entire families—or even twenty from the same congregation, led by an unsatisfactory priest.

Don’t think about it. The words repeated, a desperate refrain in Jacen’s head. You can’t think about it.

“Deliver us from sickness—” “We offer you these souls.”

A hundred years earlier, one of Jacen’s order had betrayed his vows. He had told his congregants who among them would be Harvested, so they might fight to keep their loved ones. The gods allowed a plague to enter the city, and every outbreak still served as a reminder.

No sin was without consequence, and none of them had a choice. “Deliver us from despair⁠—”

“We offer you these souls.”

The other priest turned away from the statue, and for a splinter of a second her gaze locked with Jacen’s. Her face was gaunt, her brown skin sallow, her irises pale circles in yellowed sclerae. She offered him the briefest of nods—like recognizing like. Jacen did not acknowledge her.

And Lev concluded, “—so that we may endure, in prosperity and in peace.”

Jacen fished in his pocket and struggled to pinch the tiny piece of metal between his shaking fingers. It took him too long; conspicuously, humiliatingly long, and he bit back a vicious curse as he almost dropped the chip. He cast it into the chalice. He did not wait to see it fall—whatever it was, he didn’t want to know, he didn’t care—and returned to Nines’ side to wait for the ceremony to end.

“We pray this sacrifice will suffice,” Lev said, “and that you will ask no more of us this Harvest.”

But they always did. The first of a season’s four offerings tended to be the largest, but this ceremony would be held every ten days until the end of the cycle.

The god Rakalem gave no indication whether he had heard Lev’s plea or whether he even cared. He glided down from the pulpit and left the courtyard, the High Lord and a handful of senior priests trailing behind him. Only after his suffocating presence faded could Jacen breathe again.

Lev droned on for a time, apparently forgetting he’d been asked to deliver a prayer and not a sermon.

Strong telepaths tended to be good speakers. They possessed the helpful ability to sense the collective unconscious of an audience, to adjust to the minute cues and currents that swayed them. Before his life went to shit and he’d had to start forcing everything he preached,

Jacen had loved it. There was nothing else like it—the power of well-chosen words to tap in to a group’s shared hopes and fears, to make the many feel as one.

He missed it. He could not recall the last time he’d been able to summon such conviction.

When Lev finally yielded the pulpit, the crowd began to disperse. “Come on,” Jacen muttered to Nines, who looked as miserable as he felt. “We have to make a few house calls before curfew. If we hurry, we might catch a kirikil cart.”

Predictably, he found himself stuck behind a long line of priests and dignitaries clogging the main exit. He ground his teeth, turned on his heel, and stalked across the courtyard toward the way he’d come in. Nines had to jog to keep up. As they approached the garden, though, she slowed, craning her neck at an argument until Jacen was compelled to stop and look.

A young boy was shouting at a richly dressed old woman—Lady Sloane Ancarath, a prominent member of the Merchants’ Guild. As a novitiate, Jacen had completed his required combat training alongside her granddaughter, Saraida. The stocky, curly-haired Knight Captain stood close by, wearing a mortified expression.

“I heard you!” was all Jacen caught from the boy.

It took Jacen a few seconds to recognize Neri Semira, the High Lord’s youngest grandson, whom he’d met once or twice in passing and had never known to speak above a mumble. Today the boy was distraught, making enough of a scene to draw several eyes.

Neri was small for eleven, walked with a limp from a deformed foot, and squinted from nearsightedness. He sickened easily, the desert dust made him wheeze, and overall he lacked both the confidence and robust physicality typical of the Semira family. Jacen assumed he took after his mother.

Neri seemed painfully aware of his lack of presence. He squared his chest, balling his fists at his sides. “I heard you,” he said again. “I know what you did. I heard you tell the priest⁠—”

“Watch your tongue,” said Lady Ancarath. “One more word out of you and I’ll have you whipped like one of my kitchen boys.”

“No!” Neri shouted. “I don’t care. I’ll tell the High Lord.” “Grandmother.” Saraida reached out a hand, only to be rebuffed.

“Enough,” the old woman snapped. “I don’t know what you think you heard.”

But there was more than anger writ across her face, and Saraida’s. Confusion. It gave Jacen pause. There was truth in Lady Ancarath’s words. She did not know what Neri had overheard—or perhaps she had not said anything to be overheard. Not out loud.

A knot formed in Jacen’s stomach. Nines put it together at the same time, because they had both made this mistake before. Every telepath had.

“Is he—” she gasped.

“Quiet,” Jacen said under his breath. After she’d watched him mark that little girl, Nines knew well enough what this meant. “I’ll handle this. Wait for me outside.” Better for her that she didn’t get involved.

“But—”

“Go. You’re free to visit any—” He’d been about to say friends, but consternation flared across her features. She wanted to be anywhere but inside the Cathedral’s walls, least of all alone. He cleared his throat. “I won’t be long.”

Nines did as she was told, and Jacen braced himself. He had no choice.

“My lady!” He strode up and bowed his head to the merchant. “I apologize for whatever offense has been given. If you’ll allow me, I’ll see to the boy’s discipline.”

Lady Ancarath glared at him. Saraida’s expression was almost pitying. Neri didn’t help matters by exclaiming, “I don’t even know who you are!”

“I’m a friend of your uncle Seth,” Jacen said. Friend might have been a strong word these days, but Neri seemed to at least consider taking him at his word. Jacen addressed Lady Ancarath again, pointedly wielding Seth’s title. “Lord Semira has charged me with Neri’s religious education.”

Saraida’s eyebrows went up, but she appeared to decide this was none of her business. She tugged at her grandmother’s arm. “Let’s go.” Lady Ancarath exhaled sharply through her nose. But she allowed Jacen to take Neri by the shoulder and steer him away from the garden.

“Let go.” Neri squirmed against his grip and raged, “You have no right to touch me!”

Jacen ignored him until they had reached the far side of the courtyard, beside the statue of Ileth, Lady of Despair. He made Neri face him, crouched to meet his eyes, and ordered, “Tell me what you think you heard.”

“I don’t think I heard it,” said Neri. “I know I—” He had to stop for breath, as he’d begun to wheeze. “I heard Lady Ancarath thank a priest for sparing her household this year. She said she traded some workers. She said no one would miss them.” He drew another deep breath and said once more, though his voice trembled, “I know what I heard her say. Someone has to do something.”

Jacen pressed his lips together and nodded. All he could think to say was “Ah.”

“Can she do that?” Neri demanded.

“No,” Jacen said, then grimaced. “I don’t know.” “How can you not know?”

“It’s—” Jacen grappled for an answer he didn’t have. “We can’t choose who gets taken. It’s more likely that woman’s household doesn’t have anyone the gods want this year, and the Church is, er, letting her believe we’ve done her a favor.”

It was a plausible enough explanation. Lady Ancarath was wealthier than the High Lord. Even the Church stood to benefit from her favor, and if they had to lie to obtain it . . . well, they’d lied about worse.

Neri did not seem convinced. He was baffled in the way only the very young could be when confronted with the notion that life wasn’t fair. Jacen himself had already shoved this revelation into the cobwebbed corner of his mind where he kept everything else he wished he didn’t know.

He returned to the more-pressing issue at hand: “Did she say that out loud?” When Neri frowned, Jacen clarified, “Do you remember the exact words she used? Or was it more of a feeling?”

Neri opened his mouth. He shut it.

“Did you see something? Was it like music, or maybe a taste on the air—but you understood it just as you would if someone spoke to you?”

The blood drained from Neri’s face. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I’m not going to tell anyone.” Jacen hesitated. “To me, the Source has a pulse. I can feel it in everyone like a heartbeat. What is it for you?”

Neri’s eyes darted desperately about, looking for an escape and finding none. A moment passed before he relented, so quiet Jacen strained to hear him: “It’s a texture. I’ve always been able to tell if there’s someone nearby, because it feels . . . rough. I can’t really explain it.”

“Extradimensional energy carries thoughts like the wind carries words,” Jacen said softly. “People like us . . . we can’t always help what we overhear. We have to be careful.”

Neri stared at the ground. “Are you going to turn me in?” “No. I told you, I’m a friend of Seth’s.”

“Oh.” Neri frowned, but the iron barriers around his mind loosened a touch. “You’re Jacen.”

Jacen bit his tongue before he could ask what, exactly, Seth had told Neri about him. “Does Seth know about this?”

“I’ve never told anyone,” Neri said miserably. “Are they going to Harvest me?”

“Not if you’re careful,” Jacen said, with as much conviction as he could manage. “It will take practice, but you can keep this from happening again.”

“Could I—” Neri swallowed. “What if someone did find out? Could I join the Church?”

Jacen was taken aback. “Do you want that?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.” Neri balanced on his right foot, dragging the deformed left back and forth. He made a frustrated gesture at it. “Maybe then it wouldn’t be so bad that I can’t be a knight. I could study languages and history.”

The hope in his voice was such that, for a heartbeat, Jacen considered it. He scrutinized the boy. Taking into account the defensive training he’d have received courtesy of his high birth, Neri’s mind was difficult to assess. At his age, though, if his eyes had not yet begun to change, they never would. He was far weaker than the average acolyte, less than Fourth Tier strength. The Church would have no use for him. Even if Akkani could be convinced to make an exception, he was too old to begin training.

Telepaths like Neri Semira were good for only one purpose. Jacen couldn’t say it, but Neri knew. Of course he knew.

“Father wouldn’t allow it, anyway,” he mumbled. “He doesn’t like priests.”

“There’s still a great deal I can teach you,” said Jacen. “Send me a letter by pigeon and I’ll visit. Any time you need.” He was surprised to find he meant it.

“I just don’t want to end up like—” Neri seemed to reconsider whatever he’d been about to say and fell silent. Jacen watched him until he sighed and finished. “My father says my mother was Harvested. He said no one would miss her, and those are the sort of people they take. Like Lady Ancarath’s workers. I’m afraid that’s me, too, if I can’t . . .”

“Can’t what?”

“Find a way to be worth something.” Embarrassed to have said it, Neri looked away once more.

Part of Jacen’s function as a priest was to counsel through trying times, and thus, he had heard more than his share of disturbing statements. Had Neri been one of Jacen’s congregants, he might have been able to help. But for a grandson of the High Lord—an undiscovered telepath, no less—there was next to nothing Jacen could do. He could only say, “Send me a pigeon. Please.”

Little as he relished the prospect, he ought to have a word with Seth about this, too.

Before Neri could reply, an irate voice thundered across the courtyard. His father strode toward them.

“Neri!”

At six and a half feet tall with a physique that looked chiseled out of boulders, Ged Semira resembled his youngest son like a vulture resembled a sparrow. Had Jacen not been a telepath, he might have doubted the two were related at all. But there was always a certain similarity between blood relatives, apparent to anyone with extradimensional senses, and Neri had more of Ged in him than most tended to notice.

Jacen straightened abruptly. “If anyone asks, we were talking about . . . er . . . prayer.”

He made to leave, but Neri said, “Wait! Are you going to do anything about Lady Ancarath?”

He looked at Jacen with a hope that was almost pleading and altogether too sincere. Jacen forced a nod and lied, “I’ll speak with my superiors about it.”

He departed before Ged could catch up to him, leaving Neri standing alone beneath the shadow of the goddess.
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Jacen returned to his chapel late that night. He dragged Nines back and forth across the Knots to an interminable number of house calls, where he put on the performance of a lifetime to take confession, pray over a sick man, give a child’s first birthday blessing, and assure a hysterical couple that their adolescent child was not, in fact, demonically possessed. Nines proved rather inattentive, which was understandable, given the day’s events.

They picked at a meager dinner of beans and cornmeal. Neither had much of an appetite. As Jacen clenched his hands to quell their shaking, telling himself he’d wait until she was asleep to open his liquor cabinet, Nines toyed with the pale pink seashells woven through her moon-white curls.

Seashells. Where in the world had she gotten seashells? They couldn’t be from home, or the Church would have confiscated them years before. By her complexion, Jacen guessed she hailed from somewhere in the Fractured Peninsula, in the southernmost reaches of the Black Sun’s dominion. She must have swiped them from a merchant, one of the boatmen who traveled the deepriver Esh, who might have passed through her homeland.

Memory erasure was an imperfect art; some things always remained. Jacen himself had vague recollections of his childhood, somewhere far to the west in a place called Alendal. He remembered snowy crags and warm hearths, and sometimes he still woke with the scent of pine needles fresh in his nose. When Hesaya’s mind wandered, she hummed an old lullaby, to which she’d forgotten the words. Taoro liked to cook spicy pepper stew, a secret family recipe with no origin he understood. And Nines wore seashells in her hair.

Jacen was capable of taking that from her. Brother Marez would have done it to Jacen, probably had done it more than once. Just a nudge to erase the seashells, the lullabies, the recipes . . . all the little details that made them more than instruments of gods’ will.

Nines wasn’t experienced enough to notice. She wouldn’t miss it.

She wouldn’t know there had ever been anything to miss.

Jacen did nothing. He told himself it wasn’t only cowardice that stayed his hand.

After a great deal of awkward silence, Nines finally asked about Neri. “Are you going to report him?”

Jacen set down his fork. “No. I . . . would appreciate it if you didn’t say anything, either.”

He had never asked such a thing of Elyas. Jacen had kept secrets for Brother Marez, albeit of a more-sordid variety, but it was far less dangerous to lie about a mistress than an unregistered telepath. Guilt gnawed at him.

“These are complicated circumstances.”

“I understand.” Nines stared at the table. “He’s different.”

Perhaps she wanted to say more but lacked the confidence, so Jacen was left to guess at her feelings. Did she resent Neri? Did she wish she could have lived a life in which her gift was kept secret—in which the gods had no interest in her and she was fated to become neither their servant nor their sacrifice? Jacen often thought he would have been a priest in any lifetime, but the same was not true of all his Brothers and Sisters. It had not been true of Elyas.

Jacen said softly, “This won’t be like at the Cathedral. You’ll have much more freedom.”

Nothing.

“I’ll teach you rhetoric, philosophy, how to preside over all the major rituals. You’ll have access to more books. You’ll learn so much more about your gifts.” Jacen spoke of all the things that, at her age, he’d found exciting. “Next year, you’ll start training to fight with the Guard. Sometimes, novitiates assist at clinics or schoolhouses. I was a scribe for the Citadel Archives.”

He might as well have given Nines a choice between eating a live roach or a dead one. She said, “I’ll do whatever you tell me to.”

Finally, Jacen gave up and let her retreat to the dusty closet that served as her sleeping quarters. He’d once had a far-better arrangement, ministering to a wealthy district in the Inner City. Here, though . . . he’d swept the floor of dust and debris that first night, laid fresh bedding on the rickety cot, and prayed Nines didn’t see the spider the size of his head before he smashed it with his copy of the White Codex.

“We’re expected at the Citadel again in the morning,” Jacen said. “Do you have any ques⁠—”

“No,” Nines said, and shut the door. Later, Jacen thought he heard her crying.

He was unaccustomed to dealing with so many adolescent emotions. He had been rather infamously awful at dealing with his own, he’d staunchly ignored Elyas’s, and considering everything else on his mind . . . Jacen fished in his robes for his flask, drained its dregs, and sat still for all of a minute before deciding it would not suffice.

He stalked to the cabinet and dug through it, knocking out a mug. It shattered on the ground. He swore and promptly smacked his head on the open cabinet door as he leaned down to collect the shards. He swore again. Then someone knocked on the door, and the sheer frustration of the moment was like a dam burst inside his head.

“What?” he exclaimed in a tone that would have given Brother Marez a stroke, as he stormed toward the wretched sound. Who, in the name of all the gods, had the temerity to knock—not just knock but pound—on his door at this hour of the night? During the Harvest curfew, no less?

He braced himself to lecture them, mustering his most scathing, shame-inducing impression of Mother Akkani, and⁠—

He sensed fear. It brought him up short.

His training took effect. He walled off his mind with an empty chasm of calm. Fear was a raw, contagious emotion, prone to devouring reason, and its only antidote was silence. Serenity. He breathed deep and opened the door.

A slight man stood on the threshold, wrapped in threadbare robes and red desert dust. He clutched a roughspun sack, lightly singed, to his chest. The light of the twin moons threw the blisters on his face and arms into sharp relief, but he did not appear to notice them. Though the night was warm, he shivered.

Jacen took an instinctive step back, pulling the cowl of his robe over his nose. “There’s a clinic down by⁠—”

“It’s not the plague. I’m not sick.” The man raised the sack, as if in offering. “Please, Brother. I need to show someone.”

Jacen ushered him inside. He knew this man, though not by name. A year before, his wife had been Harvested, and he had taken to lurking in the back of Jacen’s chapel on holy days, listening with a desperate hunger in his eyes. The look he wore today was much the same—though not quite, and the subtle change made Jacen’s blood run cold.

Before he barred the door shut, Jacen glanced both ways down the street. Nothing human stirred, not in the sand and not in his mind. Roaches scuttled in the shadows. An owl circled overhead. He stretched his extradimensional senses to their limit through a nebulous landscape of dreams, undulating over the surface of sleeping minds like oil on water. Old habit compelled him to clutch his medallion as he slipped back inside and pulled up a stool.

The man wouldn’t sit. “I followed a falling star past the funeral grounds, to the cactus grove on the south rim.”

An unwise decision, and an inauspicious start to this conversation. But Jacen maintained his discipline, letting nothing of the other man’s mind infringe on his own.

“I saw . . . a god.” The man’s voice grew faint, reverent. “He was just like the statues. And he was burning.”

The trepidation in Jacen’s gut abated somewhat. The man was a scavenger—likely, he was dehydrated. Maybe he’d failed to heed the warnings and had quenched his thirst with cactus fruit or from a spring infested with telkaan roots.

Slowly, gently, Jacen reached out with his mind. His extradimensional senses brushed the edges of the man’s consciousness, searching for the telltale shimmer of hallucinogen use.

Nothing. He was as agonizingly sober as Jacen. And the question remained: “What’s in the bag?”

“It was like he was on fire from the inside. The sand turned to glass. I couldn’t get close until—” The man’s hand moved like a disembodied creature, grazing his burns. “I followed him into the canyon. I had to see. And—and—there was nothing left of him.”

“What’s in the bag?” Jacen asked again, very quiet.

Trembling, the man pushed it across the table. Jacen picked it up and turned it upside down, quickly so he couldn’t change his mind, spilling the contents with a heavy thunk. It was a human skull, charred to the bone.

No—not human. It was bigger, sturdier, and more elongated, with razor-sharp canines and ridges over the mandible and orbital sockets. Even burned, it glistened, whiter than moonslight.

The room spun. Jacen braced his hands against the table.

“He spoke to me in my mind,” the scavenger whispered, heedless. “I don’t understand. They’re immortal. We give them everything. My wife, last year—the Harvest took her. She followed the old ways. She spoke of—of heat and shadow. Could this⁠—”

“Enough.” Jacen’s voice, barely a hiss, sliced through the scavenger’s like a dagger. The man fell silent.

On the outskirts of Zivora, where the Church’s hold was most tenuous, many still kept to older, stranger traditions. Jacen was aware of them and had felt little motivation to stamp them out as he was, in theory, divinely ordained. He had often wondered whether his congregants could tell he was weak of faith. But this—whatever this was—seemed a step too far. A greater heresy.

Jacen resisted the urge to touch the skull and confirm it was real, to run his fingers over its sharp canines and ridges—as starkly identifiable as he had seen that very day on Rakalem, Lord of Fear. He looked over his shoulder to make certain Nines was still in her room.

“Brother,” pleaded the scavenger. “I need you to help me understand.”

But Jacen did not understand. He had never felt less like a priest, not since he’d watched his god snap Elyas’s neck.

Jacen placed his hands on the scavenger’s shoulders, suppressing a wince as animal panic flooded into him, blending with and amplifying his own.

“Have you told anyone? Did anyone else see?” If there were more witnesses, he could get to the root of this. Find the reasonable explanation that must exist.

The scavenger shook his head. “My daughters were asleep. I hid it from them during the day while I decided what to do. There was a woman out in the desert, but she never saw—” He broke off. He’d begun to hyperventilate.

“Breathe,” Jacen said, not least to himself. “In through your nose, out through your mouth. You’ll be all right.”

He could have searched the man’s memories and seen for himself, but that was not his area of expertise. He’d lacked the stomach to train as an inquisitor. Stronger still, though, was his dread. Jacen did not want to know the truth. He wanted Mother Akkani to explain this and tell him the world was still as he’d always believed it to be.

There had to be a simple explanation. Jacen said, “Come with me.”

The way to the Citadel was empty but for the drifting polyhedra. Jacen could have sworn that as he passed, they slowed and rotated like human bystanders, craning their necks at a suspicious sight.

He arrived at the High Lord’s palace, perched over the desert on the eastern edge of the Citadel. The guards let him pass without question. Once they beheld his robes, his medallion, and his colorless irises, most people let him go wherever he pleased. The scavenger, though, shuffled a few paces behind and flinched as if he expected to be hit. He hadn’t spoken a word since they left the chapel.

Jacen shepherded him along with the platitudes he’d been taught to recite, and they climbed the palace steps. He alerted an attendant and spent an interminable stretch of time pacing the great, echoing palestone hall before the High Lord’s audience chamber. If he sat still, it would have been evident how badly he shook, how abysmal he felt. At least the dry climate kept his sweating to a minimum.

The massive doors to the audience chamber were carved with a frieze of the gods—six tall, thin figures, four-fingered hands outstretched as they wove the world from stardust. Their eyes were rendered as pits bored deep into the stone and seemed to follow Jacen everywhere he turned.

Mother Akkani arrived looking the same as she always did. Her hair was perfect, black and shiny as a helmet without a strand out of place. Did she ever sleep? Jacen had a difficult time imagining it.

After a cursory glance at the scavenger and the sack, she said to him, “You did the right thing.”

There had been a time when he’d hung on her every word. He could not stop himself from asking, “What is this?”

With an expression belying a strange sadness, Akkani touched his shoulder. “A test.”

She bade him follow her inside the audience chamber. Four guards pulled the heavy doors shut, apprehension pulsing around them in a sickly aura.

A circular window as tall and wide as ten men faced east, high enough above the city to provide an unobstructed view of the desert. These lands were never fully dark, even when both moons were slivers, thanks to Oe’s constant vigil. The planet’s striated blue surface and rings of scattered, sparkling dust loomed over the sands, painting the Scar in a quiet light not unlike the stars’. Come morning, the sun would creep up over the horizon, and by midday, it would fill the window like a great eye, eclipsed by its pupil.

The throne itself, square and ascetic, sat shrouded in shadow beyond the window. High Lord Avram Semira sat upon it. A man in his late seventies, he looked unassuming—thinning silver hair, body softened by age, clothing dark and plain as a priest’s. Red tattoos adorned his forehead in lieu of a crown, remnants of a Zal tradition older than the Palestone City.

Avram’s heir, Ged, stood beside him, wearing full armor and a scowl. He was darker than his father, clean-shaven with a crisp soldier’s haircut, and at forty remained as fit as when he was freshly knighted.

“Drusa,” said the High Lord, and it took Jacen a moment to realize he was addressing Akkani. “What sort of breach are we dealing with? And why didn’t you bring this to me sooner?”

“Because it’s nothing to be alarmed about,” said Akkani. “Not yet.

Brother Kheris?”

Jacen stepped forward and bowed. “This man arrived alone with—” He lifted the sack, unsure of how to proceed.

Ged saved him the trouble. He snatched away the sack and reached in. His expression shifted from annoyance to confusion to shock. He dropped the sack. The skull of the dead god rolled across the floor, teetering to a stop before the throne.

“He found it in the canyon,” Jacen said, though by now, no one was paying him any attention.

The scavenger made a despairing noise, as if he’d won a hard-fought

battle to banish this from his mind, and now those efforts were for naught. Ged knelt to get a closer look at the skull.

“Gods above,” he breathed. He wasn’t afraid, but rather . . . Jacen frowned, struggling to get a read on him.

Enraptured? Not quite. It was as though he were seeing the stars for the first time.

“Ged.” Avram Semira’s voice carried a measured warning. He appeared more troubled than surprised. Akkani, too, displayed not so much as a raised eyebrow.

A test, she’d said. Perhaps the skull was an intricately crafted forgery. Perhaps it belonged to some creature—heretofore unknown to Jacen—bearing similarities to the gods. Perhaps this was all a deranged practical joke.

Jacen waited for the due explanation, but no one seemed inclined to give it. Instead, Avram narrowed his garnet eyes and leaned forward to question him. “You spoke to no one else? No one at all?”

“No,” said Jacen. “We came straight here.” “And you?” Avram asked of the scavenger.

“N-no, my lord.” He wrung his hands. “I—I don’t think my daughters saw it.”

“You don’t think?” Akkani murmured.

Avram loosed a heavy sigh and rubbed his forehead. “Search him, Drusa. Be thorough.”

She bowed. “At once.”

At the words search him, the scavenger shrank back. Few witnessed this side of the Church and lived, but rumors of what a telepathic inquisitor could do persisted nonetheless.

“Look at me,” Akkani whispered, soft as a chill breeze. She held her right palm to the scavenger’s temple.

To delve into one’s memories, an inquisitor required a weakness. People always let something slip, whether it was passion, grief, a deeply held desire, or—as was Akkani’s favorite tool—fear. Of that, the scavenger had no shortage. It seethed on the very surface of his consciousness, an infection spread out of control.

“Look at me,” Akkani said again.

The man obeyed—and went rigid. His eyes rolled back in his head; his jaw slackened. He began to tremble. At sixty years old, Akkani was not an imposing woman, but she kept the scavenger upright. Her fingers cleaved into his skin with bruising strength.

She recited, “He followed a fallen star past the dunes. He hoped to find gems or precious metals, but he found . . . something he did not understand. A crater. He followed the tracks to a cave, across the great stone bridge, below the northern rim. He wasn’t sure how far down, but . . . quite far. Deeper than he wanted to go. Sand turned to glass. It marks the trail through the ruins of Zal Fel. Down a ravine . . . there’s a rock arch near the entrance. Then, he thinks, a temple.”

She released the scavenger. He slumped to his knees with a hollow groan. There was the sense of a lifting heaviness, which even Ged and Avram seemed to notice. Ged scratched his neck in a vain attempt to hide his discomfort.

Akkani herself swayed where she stood, her face drained of color. To plumb the depths of human memory was excruciating for both parties, even when the victim was a defenseless insensate.

A necessary reality of their work, the Holy Mother had always said. To serve the gods was worth any sacrifice, for only then could Zivora have peace.

She composed herself with practiced haste. “He did not see all that transpired, nor did he comprehend it. He told no one but Brother Kheris.” She pointed at the skull. “He could not fully articulate it, but he believes a demon did this.”

“A demon?” Jacen repeated. He’d spoken out of turn, but a cold fist formed around his heart. Heat and shadow, the scavenger had said.

Impossible.

“I didn’t realize demons were capable of . . .” Ged gestured at the skull, still wearing that odd look.

Hunger, Jacen decided. It was hunger.

“If he was correct.” Akkani cast a sideways glance at Jacen, almost too quick to perceive. “What we’re dealing with here is far stronger than common vermin. I will instruct my exorcists to be vigilant. No one could survive such a possession for long.”

Not even a god?

The gods ruled over the Source and all its creatures, just as they did this world. Their authority was ultimate. If there existed a demon powerful enough to destroy a god . . . it defied everything he knew.

“Well,” said Ged, gingerly picking up the skull and turning it over in his hands, “whatever it was, he didn’t bring it back with him.” He scrutinized the scavenger now kneeling despondent on the floor. “Demons tend to seek new hosts quickly, no? Why not you?”

“Different demons are compatible with different hosts,” Jacen said without thinking. “The strongest favor telepaths.”

Akkani shot him a glare, but the damage was done.

“Then it must still be out there,” said Ged. “If we were to send a telepath⁠—”

“No.” The High Lord cut him off. “We will speak no more of this.”

Something in his voice made Ged shut up and listen. It made Jacen tense, dread a growing malignancy in the back of his mind. This wasn’t over. The High Lord met Mother Akkani’s pale eyes, and an unspoken message passed between them.

“Brother Kheris,” Avram ordered. “Silence him.”

The words were ambiguous. The meaning was not. Jacen was the interloper in this chamber, the only one outside the tight-knit upper echelons of the Church and House Semira. Ged might bluster, but ultimately, Jacen was the one who could not be trusted.

The only one, besides the scavenger.

There it was—a test. Either Jacen would walk out of there alone, or neither of them would.

Body heavy as lead, Jacen turned toward the poor man as he struggled to his feet.

“I won’t tell a soul,” the scavenger said. “I swear it.”

Jacen looked to Akkani, willing her to sense his bewilderment and alarm. To simply erase the scavenger’s memory might have proved too great a risk, but was there no other alternative?

She didn’t even blink.

Ged watched with her, jaw clenched tight enough to crack a tooth. “Kheris,” said the High Lord. A threat this time.

The scavenger staggered back, eyes bulging. “Please. Brother. I have children. My wife was taken last year; they have no one⁠—”

“Your family will be taken care of. You have my word as your liege.

Kheris, now.”

Jacen shoved aside every last part of him that was human, that felt the scavenger’s fear as acutely as his own. He’d never even learned his name. At least, by Jacen’s hand, this would be fast.

When the scavenger tried to run, Jacen seized hold of his mind. It lay malleable and defenseless; he wasn’t trained to resist. Few of Zivora’s common people were.

A stranglehold on his motor function, and he toppled to the floor. Jacen dulled his sensory perception before he could feel any pain. He navigated the man’s consciousness like a map, expressed through the brain. Control over vital functions was clustered in one area. Jacen felt that pulse beneath extradimensional fingertips, dense with the Source’s essence. Only Sixth Tier telepaths could sense with such clarity. But if one knew where to look . . . this part was simple.

Ironic, the way a human mind was an impossibly complex entity—until this. First, Jacen put the man to sleep. Then he stopped his heart. Hold . . . hold . . . hold . . . one hundred and thirty-seven seconds of uninterrupted focus to ensure bodily functions would not resume on their own.

Last, Jacen shuttered off his own mind. That was the first rule he’d learned, as a ten-year-old acolyte charged to kill for the first time: Never feel them die. To touch what lay beyond was too great a risk, an act that would drive most to madness.

Jacen had broken that rule only once. He would never risk it again.

He knelt beside the scavenger’s body, head throbbing, too tired to move.

When at last he looked up, Akkani offered him a slight nod. Her white eyes were flat and cold as palestone.

“Very good,” said the High Lord. “Ged, call the guards to clean this up.”

But Ged was once again staring at the skull. “If there’s a chance we could be free of the Harvest, control our own fates⁠—”

“Quiet.” Avram Semira stood from his throne. His chest rose and fell as if from heavy exertion. Sweat beaded on his brow, and if Jacen had dared to probe closer, he suspected he would sense fear. “You will not speak heresy in my presence, boy.” His eyes flicked toward Akkani. “Or hers.”

“Heresy?” Ged repeated, incredulous. “This changes everything.” “We will not make the same mistakes as our ancestors,” said

Avram. “We have been paying that price for centuries. You have no idea how much worse it could be.” He glanced at Jacen. “Leave us, Brother Kheris.”

Jacen bowed and turned to go. His heart thudded in his ears as he knocked on the doors and waited for the guards to haul them open. For an endless moment, the scavenger’s corpse leered in his peripheral vision.

As soon as he was clear, guts heaving, he ducked around a corner to a smaller passageway. The only receptacle in reach was an ornate bronze vase, probably more expensive than anything he’d ever been allowed to own. He dropped to his knees and vomited into it.

Not much remained in Jacen’s stomach. He had little appetite these days, and after tonight . . .

What could kill a god? Certainly no demon Jacen had ever encountered in over twenty years as an exorcist.

Most extradimensional invaders were mere pests. Some, when joined with a host, granted power. But Jacen had observed a number of those himself, and none should have posed a danger to something that could not die. And if the gods could die—if that critical tenet of his faith was an outright falsehood—there was no stopping those already-leaky floodgates from bursting.

He vomited again. A shiver wracked his body, whether from guilt or withdrawal or existential panic, he could not say. His head hurt. Gods, but he needed to drink.

He stared at the rancid contents of the vase. What a nuisance that he’d lost the only mouthful of liquor he’d gotten his hands on tonight. What a fucking nuisance. Had he been left alone much longer, he worried he might have tried to drink his own sick.

Light, uneven footsteps registered at the fringes of Jacen’s hearing. He hadn’t sensed a presence. Unnerved, he looked up to see Neri Semira emerge from behind a column into a pool of cold yellow light. His arms were clamped around a large black cat with a crumpled ear. The beast appeared more or less resigned to its predicament.

Jacen pinched the bridge of his nose and said, “You have to be more careful. Very few people can sneak up on a telepath like that.”

“You weren’t exactly paying attention,” Neri retorted. With no small amount of alarm, he added, “Are you all right?”

“What are you doing awake?” Jacen asked.

“I was looking for my cat. I heard . . . noises.” Neri’s voice was very small. “What happened to the man who came in with you?”

Children grew up fast in Zivora, especially if one had a man like Ged Semira for a father. Especially with senses as sharp as Neri’s. Still, Jacen could not bring himself to reply.

“He’s dead,” said Neri. “Isn’t he?” Jacen nodded several times. “Yes.” “Why?”

Something about the quiet and the predawn darkness, perfusing the hall like a heavy fog, drove Jacen to answer more honestly than he otherwise might have.

“I don’t know.”

Neri’s black eyes narrowed. He started to speak.

Just then, the audience chamber doors banged open, echoing from down the hall and drowning Neri out. A large figure stormed toward them.

All the outrage vanished from Neri’s face as his father approached. He shrank behind Jacen and clutched the cat tighter against his chest. Ged stopped before them, radiating undisguised fury.

“I was just leaving,” Jacen said.

Paying them no mind, Ged punched the palestone wall. His fist came away bloody, leaving a red smear on the rock. He only grunted and ordered, “Stay where you are.”

Though the Semira family were little more than figureheads for the Church, this meant nothing for a low-ranked priest. Akkani could have told Ged to go bother someone else, but not Jacen. Not anymore.

He schooled his expression into respectful neutrality. “Of course, my lord.”

Ged’s glare lingered on Neri. “What are you doing out of bed? I won’t have you dozing off through another training session tomorrow.” The boy was frozen. He stammered something unintelligible. The cat squirmed in his arms until he released it. Jacen did not miss the way Neri moved then, forming a barrier between Ged and the animal as it darted away.

“Speak up,” Ged snapped.

“It was my fault,” Jacen said hurriedly. “I . . . caused a disturbance.

He came out to check on me.”

Ged stared at Jacen, unimpressed. He made a cutting gesture at Neri, as if to swat a fly. “Get out of here. And don’t let me see that insufferable creature again.”

Neri scurried off after the cat at a pace that was half-limp, half-run. Ged watched him disappear through narrowed eyes, then said, “You and I both know what we saw in there.”

With a fresh surge of nausea, Jacen recalled the way Ged had looked at the skull, face lit with something like religious fervor.

“My brother speaks highly of you,” Ged said. “He considers you trustworthy.”

Jacen struggled to keep his face neutral. That came as a surprise, considering his last conversation with Seth.

Ged glanced over his shoulder. “Are we alone?”

Jacen fought through his headache to perform a sloppy psychic scan of the vicinity. “It’s just the guards by the audience chamber. They’re too far to hear us. Why⁠—”

“My father is an unfit ruler,” said Ged, without preamble. “I intend to supplant him. I will not wait for him to die while our people suffer under his rule. And I will require your help.”

What had Avram said to him after Jacen left? He could only surmise it had been spectacularly counterproductive.

“Why—” Jacen started, for all the good it did.

“I saw you speaking with my son after the offering ceremony. Answer me honestly—does he have your gift?”

Shit. Jacen had been dreading the possibility of this question.

“If you don’t tell me,” Ged said, “I’ll have the Church’s seekers confirm it anyway.”

Jacen remained silent, but Ged nodded, with the air of one making a grim but necessary calculation. “I thought so. And he’s too weak to be of interest to the Church?”

Jacen had come to the same conclusion. But the way Ged said that word—weak—made his skin crawl. As if nothing in the world were more repellent.

Jacen repeated, for the third time, “Why?”

“The most powerful demons favor telepaths, you said. Would a weak one suffice?”

Jacen couldn’t be understanding this correctly. “You don’t intend to send Neri after⁠—”

“Of course I do. The Holy Mother won’t send one of her priests, and my father capitulates to her as usual. Neither of them comprehends that this demon in the canyon—if that’s truly what it is—could be the weapon of our salvation.”

Jacen would have bet his left arm they comprehended it. If he had heard the Zal murmurings of heat and shadow, the stirrings of demon priests the Church had never quite exterminated, so had High Lord Semira and Mother Akkani. Jacen would also bet his entire hoard of agave liquor that they knew more than Ged, enough to understand that whatever he had planned . . . it would not go the way he thought.

“You can’t be serious,” Jacen blurted. He couldn’t think of an inoffensive way to say Have you lost your mind? It was the most logical explanation, for a plan that required using one’s eleven-year-old son as bait for whatever unholy thing lurked in the canyon. “Why not go yourself?”

“I am not a telepath.” Ged’s expression was withering. “I am also the Knight Commander of Zivora, and my plans are layered.”

Jacen held up his hands. “Sorry I suggested it. But⁠—”

“I don’t need your abilities to understand that your Order has almost had enough of you.” Ged looked Jacen up and down. “What would you have without the priesthood? No place to live. Nothing to do. Only a hastened opportunity to drink yourself into an early grave. So, let me be clear: your compliance is not optional.”

Jacen had seen Ged crack a man’s skull with his bare hands. It seemed profoundly unfair that he should also be perceptive.

Five years earlier, Jacen might have gone home to pray about this. He’d fallen out of practice in the time since, but tonight felt more final. Tonight, all he saw when he closed his eyes was that skull—unhearing, uncaring, empty.

He ground out, “What else can I do for you, my lord?”

“For now? Keep quiet.” Ged said it like a threat. “And expect to hear from me.”
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JACEN

Jacen woke the next morning from a liquor-induced approximation of sleep, sick and exhausted, just as his daily report arrived by pigeon. He had time to feed the bird but not himself, blunt his hangover with a shot, and change into cleaner robes before Nines emerged from her room. Though he tried to pretend nothing was amiss, his thoughts wandered incessantly back to the skull of the fallen god, glistening white as death in the moonslight.

He set off for the Citadel before he could lose his nerve. If he didn’t go now, he never would, and there would be nothing to stop him from spending the day alone with a bottle. As for what he thought he might accomplish . . . he’d lain awake for a long while trying to figure that out. He couldn’t go to Akkani about this—he just couldn’t—but neither could he sit by and let Ged do as he pleased.

So, Jacen set out to find Seth. It was better than nothing.

The Citadel’s streets were quiet but for the occasional lay brother or sister and servants of Zivora’s wealthiest citizens who dwelled in the towers. A cylindrical polyhedron lurked in the central plaza, drifting in circles like a very large, slow vulture. Jacen quickened his pace as he crossed its shadow, and today he knew he saw it rotate in his direction. He tugged at his collar, suddenly short of breath.

He sent Nines off to her meeting with the Council, at which they would presumably discuss Jacen and his shortcomings. He proceeded alone.

Seth Semira’s office was located near the City Guard headquarters, deep in the knights’ training compound. Unlike Ged, the High Lord’s second son preferred to stay outside the palace walls. Jacen had paid attention after they’d stopped speaking and knew Seth had a habit of sleeping in his office.

He found the door ajar and slowed in his tracks. He could still turn back, avoid this⁠—

“Jace?”

He winced and turned around.

Seth Semira stood down the hall, frozen, wearing an expression somewhere between shock and outrage. He was shorter than Jacen, smartly dressed and handsome with thick, tousled dark hair and an aquiline nose.

Though Seth had been knighted and remained an obscenely talented swordsman, he had proven an abysmal officer of the Guard, prone to questioning anything that sounded like an order. He’d lasted one year in the field before his quiet reassignment to the Citadel, where he oversaw the training of new knight candidates. His rank of Captain was mostly decorative. At thirty, he was broad-shouldered and solid, getting stout in a way that made him resemble his father.

He’d always had a glare that could cut through steel.

Once Jacen regained the ability to speak, he managed, “Good morning.”

Seth seized him by the arm and steered him into his office. Sure enough, an unmade cot sat behind the desk. Miniature potted cacti lined a high, narrow window, and a familiar black cat slept atop a pile of parchment.

“It’s good to see you,” Jacen tried again, but no sooner had Seth shut the door than his fist slammed into Jacen’s jaw.

The room swam. It took Jacen several moments to refocus. He ought to have seen that coming, and not only because he was a telepath.

“Right,” he said at last, between breaths. His face throbbed. Seth could hit much harder, but this would leave a bruise. “I deserved that.” “Three and a half years,” Seth shouted at him. “My mother died. My sister-in-law died. I caught the plague and I nearly died. I got engaged. You were there for none of it, without so much as an excuse or apology. The last time we spoke, you called me an ‘injudicious drain on society’.” He struggled to compose himself. “And now you say it’s good

to see me? What’s wrong with you?”

Had it actually been so long? The days blended together. Jacen

averted his gaze. He half-expected Seth to hit him again, but he only said, “This had better be good.”

“We need to talk,” Jacen said. “If anyone asks, you felt guilty about missing yesterday’s offering, and you requested a priest for confession.”

“Everyone in the Citadel knows I haven’t attended an offering since I was young enough to be physically dragged there,” said Seth.

Seth’s dislike for anyone telling him what to do extended to the gods—he had that in common with Ged—and this had long been a point of contention between them. Jacen suppressed a surge of exasperation. “Tell them you had a change of heart. Or tell them you needed a—a friend.”

“A friend?” Seth threw his arms in the air. “Brother Kheris has

friends? I thought he was too holy for that.”

“Point taken.” Jacen held up a hand. “Enough. Please.”

But the circumstances of their last meeting hadn’t been quite so one-sidedly terrible. Before he could think better of it, he let his frustration speak for him. “I said some inexcusable things. I know. But you—” He lowered his voice, half-expecting Mother Akkani to appear behind him as he said, “You kissed me. You know full well what vows I’ve sworn. Did you ever stop to consider that what might have meant nothing to you would mean risking everything for me?”

He left unsaid I was in love with you. Of course he’d distanced himself. Being face-to-face with Seth again was almost more than he could stand.

Jacen wasn’t stupid; he knew Seth cared about him, too—or, at least, he had. But while Seth was free to dally about with whomever he pleased, it would always be different for a Priest of the Black Sun.

“Do you really think it meant nothing to me?” Seth said quietly. “I—” Jacen needed to stop talking before he made this worse. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

Seth’s concern brushed across the surface of his mind. “You look terrible.”

Jacen let out a short, harsh laugh. “Are you drunk?”

Jacen winced again. “Not at the moment.”

“I shouldn’t have hit you,” Seth conceded. “But . . . I’ve been trying to apologize, Jace. I sent you a handwritten invitation to my betrothal ceremony, because I hoped you’d at least have the courtesy to respond.”

“We both know the fastest way to ruin a social function is to invite a priest.” Jacen gave a poor attempt at a smile. “And you don’t even like Saraida.”

“I’m a Semira. None of us like our spouses.”

What was Jacen supposed to say to someone he had loved and then hurt, not spoken to in years, at a time such as this?

Nothing makes sense anymore. Please forgive me.

I miss you.

He settled on “I’m sorry.”

Seth’s face was unreadable, his red-brown eyes unusually cool, and Jacen did not dare go near his mind. Not just because Seth was trained to protect himself but because he feared what he might find. Feared it might be something like disappointment, or worse: apathy.

Once it was clear Seth had no intention of speaking first, Jacen asked, “When is the wedding?”

“Before the end of the cycle, I imagine. Our fields are failing and we need the Ancarath family to keep bringing in grain shipments, or else people are going to starve. It’s not a wedding; it’s a business contract. Besides, Saraida’s never had any interest in men.”

Seth said this all with an air of abject misery, and Jacen was all too aware he was about to make matters worse. Without the faintest idea how else to broach the dilemma, he pointed at the cat. “Is that one of Neri’s?”

“Probably. They shit in my flowerbeds, but letting them in here keeps them away from Damir.” Seth sat on the edge of his desk to scratch the cat behind its ears. It stirred and made an irritated noise, so he stopped. “I know you’re not here to talk about my nephew’s cats.” Jacen recounted the previous night’s events: the scavenger, the skull, and whispers of a demon powerful enough to burn a god to the bone.

Seth folded his arms. “Go on.”

“Akkani wants to cover it up. She—” Jacen swallowed, shook his head. “Ged takes issue with how your father handled it. He wants to use the demon for a . . . a coup.”

After several seconds had passed, Seth flicked his gaze upward with a sigh. “I suppose that was only a matter of time.”

“I think he believes he can overthrow the gods.” Jacen could scarcely bring himself to utter the blasphemous words aloud.

Seth raised an eyebrow. “Do you believe that?”

“I don’t know.” Jacen answered quickly so he wouldn’t have to dwell on it. “I’m not even sure what I saw. And—you’re taking this rather well.” He was evading the crux of the matter, but Seth needed to understand the full scope of it before he lost his mind. The unsettling lack of hysterics thus far only added to Jacen’s sense that he was about to set off an explosion.

“You’ve met Ged. We Semiras like to think we’re close to godhood.” Seth shrugged. “Are you certain it was a god? Did you see it die? I know you think she’s infallible, but maybe Akkani made a mistake. Or the scavenger misinterpreted what he saw. Can he⁠—”

“He’s dead,” Jacen said shortly.

Seth had the tact not to press him about that. He knew what Jacen was capable of. “Say you’re correct. What is my dear brother’s plan?” “He’s sending Neri into the canyon,” Jacen said heavily. “He wants him to find the demon.”

Now Seth’s posture went rigid.

“Neri is a weak telepath,” Jacen made himself continue. “Ged expects that the demon will try to use him as a host.”

“A telepath.” Seth drew a long breath and nodded to himself. “I had guessed. I didn’t think anyone else had.” He began to pace. “I just saw Neri saddling up two kirikil with Damir and Casandra. Gods, is that where they’re off to?”

“Ged would send along someone he can control, to ensure Neri makes it through the desert,” Jacen mused. “Someone who would never question him.”

“Damir.” Seth said the name like a curse. “I’m an idiot. I’ve been waiting, just waiting, for Ged to—” He broke off. “We have to stop them.”

He reached for his sword and baldric on the wall, but Jacen said, “We can’t.” He fought back another pang of guilt at the look on Seth’s face. “Not without alerting Ged.”

“Fuck Ged; I can take Ged.”

“What do you plan to do? Fight him? Fight Damir, and Casandra, and anyone else who happens to be nearby? Involve the Church? We have to be smart about this. We have time. Ged won’t want them to draw attention to themselves either, so they won’t leave until after curfew. One or two people on foot travel faster through the desert than an encumbered kirikil. But—” Jacen hesitated.

“Oh, for gods’ sake, what else aren’t you telling me?”

“Ged is threatening me,” Jacen admitted. “And I have a student now. If I go missing, someone will notice. If you go missing⁠—”

“Half the Citadel will have something to say about it.” Seth scrubbed a hand over his beard. Perhaps he didn’t trust himself to say more.

“You wouldn’t make it far in the canyon, anyway,” Jacen added, somewhat defensively. The two of them had trained together; he knew very well that Seth’s survival expertise began and ended with melee combat. He had the outdoorsmanship of someone raised in a palace. “I think we need to hire someone . . . discreet.”

Alarm still brimmed beneath the surface of Seth’s demeanor, but he had a rein on it now. “You’re not wrong.”

There were decidedly few advantages to running the seediest chapel in Zivora, but Jacen had become acquainted with all manner of useful—if unsavory—people. In exchange for liquor at a discount, he took regular confession from a man who knew a bounty hunter or two.

But Seth said, “Ysira Naktis.”

The name bounced around the inside of Jacen’s skull for a few seconds before he fully processed it. “She’s alive?”

“It’s complicated.” Seth grimaced. “She’s in Guard custody. Saraida told me last night.”

Jacen had known Ysira in his novitiate days—even called her a friend. He remembered a tall, striking girl with black eyes and a thorny temperament. She came from less than nothing, and to Saraida Ancarath she’d become something between a surrogate sister and a charity case—a conveniently inspirational ornament for a magnanimous heiress who would always be her better.

Out of what Jacen assumed was sheer spite, Ysira had secured a Knight Candidacy, typically reserved for scions of Zivora’s wealthiest. The first time they’d sparred, she’d put Jacen flat on his back, after he’d made a retrospectively humiliating performance of not wanting to hurt her.

“She left the Citadel after graduation,” Jacen recalled. She’d fallen short of the requisite ranking to become an officer of the Guard. “I assumed she never wanted to speak to any of us again.” He shook his head. “And you want to hire her? Why would she⁠—”

“She’s Neri’s mother,” Seth said.

Jacen blinked at him. “I thought Neri’s mother was Harvested.” “Yes, well, that’s the easy thing to say in this city, isn’t it? ‘My business partner didn’t abscond with your fortune; he was Harvested.’ ‘My wife didn’t leave me; she was Harvested.’” Seth lifted his shoulders and sighed. “Whatever happened between them . . . Ged doesn’t talk about it. I only know Ysira turned up pregnant, several cycles after anyone had seen her last. Lilaya made Ged take responsibility, but Ysira wouldn’t stay. I can’t say I blame her.”

“And Neri has no idea.” “None whatsoever.”

Seth’s regret was palpable for an ugly history he’d been powerless to change. He was the sort of man who loved quickly and easily, and people tended to reciprocate—in that sense, Jacen and Ysira had both been anomalies. She was something of an angry outsider, not inclined to romance in the slightest, and so naturally, Seth had been smitten with her. It seemed that part of him had never faded. Perhaps Ged had even known just how to hurt him.

“I see,” Jacen said.

He lacked Seth’s faith in a mother’s unconditional willingness to risk life and limb for her son. His own parents, as far as he knew, had given him up to the Church when he was five years old. But . . . he trusted Seth. It dismayed him to find that, even after years apart, there was no one alive he trusted more.

“She left because she felt she had to, not because she never cared,” Seth insisted. “When she hears Neri’s in danger, she’ll help. I know it.”
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YSIRA

Ysira dreamt of a red thing in the desert. Redder than the sands, redder than blood . . . it pulsed and writhed, made her head hurt to look at it. In the primordial, unfocused realm of her subconscious, she could not discern its shape. It reached toward her as though calling, with beckoning tendrils of burning shadow. She reached back.

Then, agony. Her skin blistered and blackened as her head pounded with the helpless rage of a trapped beast. Her insides convulsed like something trying to break free. Too much power, with nowhere to go.

A hand clawed its way up through her esophagus with tearing strength. She doubled over, choking, shaking uncontrollably—tossing and turning off the stone slab where she slept, onto the floor.

She swore and eased herself to a sitting position, massaging her shoulder that’d borne the brunt of the impact. It was the same one the thorn eater had bitten two nights ago, and she grimaced to find a tooth still embedded in the scar tissue. It must have worked its way up overnight as the strange processes that kept her body intact recognized it didn’t belong. It took a few seconds of digging to get it out. She wrinkled her nose, hoping this scar would fade quickly—it ruined one of her most visible tattoos. The blood red patterns, reminiscent of thorns on telkaan vines, spiraled all over her body.

By the warm yellow light of the globes in the wall, she assumed it was late afternoon. She hadn’t meant to sleep all day, but sheer boredom had gotten the better of her. It also seemed to irritate her guards.

As soon as they tried to transfer her to the deep river docks, she would find a way to escape like she always did. Of course, she’d have to make sure Saraida never saw her again. Perhaps it was time she left Zivora altogether.

The thought didn’t fill her with enthusiasm. The demon priests’ Cataclysm had ravaged the world; not much remained beyond the Black Sun’s dominion. Certainly nowhere as secure as the Palestone City. This place sucked up the lifeblood of the surrounding lands like a bloated, failing heart, sustaining itself while its limbs withered and rotted. To the west, the nomads of the Glass Sea killed each other for food. To the south, the waterlogged lands of the Fractured Peninsula festered with disease.

Green places remained in Alendal, to the west. Or maybe she could venture farther north, beyond the Church’s reach, to whatever lay past the volcanic wastes of the Burning Hills. If anyone could survive such a journey, it was Ysira.

But all she’d ever known was the Scar. She loved the dry desert air and the red adobe of the Knots, its streets alive with laughter, haggling traders, and the rich sounds of her own language. The smell of roasting chiles. The lumbering kirikil dragging their carts through the dust. For all its shortcomings, this land was home.

Someone banged on the door. A rank-and-file Guardsman hauled Ysira up by the arm, steered her out of the cell and down the hall. Spite compelled her to slip the tooth into his pocket. She only regretted she would not be there to watch him find it.

He shoved her into a new room with a palestone table and stools. Ysira was bracing to tell Saraida to eat shit but found her in the company of two men. Her stomach dropped as she recognized Seth Semira.

“Thank you,” he told Saraida, and touched her arm. “I won’t forget this.”

Saraida regarded his hand with mild bemusement until he withdrew it, looking rather hurt. “Do whatever you must.” She stalked out of the room and shut the door, leaving Ysira with no escape route and nowhere to look but at Seth.

The years had been kind to him. He had a proper beard now and a strong, substantial build. He had come with a priest, and . . . Ysira blinked. She knew him, too, though it took her longer to recognize him. Back in their Citadel days, he’d worn grey robes and had a number for a name: Ninety-Nine.

He had an unkempt, somewhat feral appearance, with white-blond hair, a long nose, and black robes that had been tailored for a larger man. He was fair-skinned, probably of Dalish origin, but unlike Saraida or Ogden, his face had grown neither freckled nor leathery brown in the desert sun. He was almost as stubbornly white as his eerie eyes.

“Ysira.” He motioned for her to sit.

She did not. “You look terrible.” She was a little disappointed when the priest didn’t respond. “Did they ever deign to give you a name?”

“Brother Kheris,” he said stiffly, then seemed to decide he’d made this awkward. “Jacen.”

Ysira turned to Seth. “This is a surprise.”

He was looking at her in a way that made her nervous—fondly. “How long has it been? Ten years?”

“Twelve,” said Ysira. At least Ninety-Nine—Jacen—looked as uncomfortable as she felt.

Then Seth said, “I need your help.”

Her eyebrows went up. “Audacious of you.”

“This was a mistake,” Jacen muttered. “I’ll find someone else, or—” Seth didn’t let him finish. “Ysira—it’s Neri.”

Neri. The name rang through Ysira’s skull, bell-clear and horribly familiar. She could only stare at Seth, sick to her stomach, until she managed to grit out, “What did Ged do?”

“Nothing yet,” Seth said, and for a moment, Ysira could breathe again. “Ged is . . . sending him to the canyon. I need you to bring him back before anything happens to him.”

“Why?” “Because⁠—”

“Why would Ged send a child in there?” Ysira used her knight’s voice, the one she’d learned at the Citadel and had been very good at, back when it mattered.

This time, Jacen answered. “I’ve seen evidence of a demon in the canyon. It—” He pressed his lips together. “Ged believes he can use it as a weapon. Such a demon requires a telepath to become its vessel. Since Neri is a telepath—albeit barely⁠—”

Ysira laughed. It startled Jacen, enough that he stopped talking.

But what else could she do?

She had been seventeen when she left the Citadel, determined to leave that humiliating chapter of her life behind. Less than a cycle later, she’d been Harvested. By the time she realized she was carrying Ged Semira’s child, it was far too late to do anything about it. She didn’t even remember most of her pregnancy. She’d been off . . . somewhere. Wherever the gods took their sacrifices, before they cut her throat and left her for dead. She had returned to Zivora in a body she did not recognize, to a life that was no longer hers. Officially, she no longer existed.

Her own future was destroyed, and any son of hers would have suffered the same fate. But the son of a future High Lord of Zivora? He should have the world at his fingertips.

For this to happen instead⁠—

She laughed harder, until tears leaked from her eyes and Seth said, “He’s not joking.”

“Of course not,” said Ysira. “It’s not remotely funny.” She wiped her face and jerked her chin at Jacen. “You’re the expert. This sort of possession—would it kill him?”

It wasn’t a foregone conclusion. Different demons had vastly different impacts on their hosts; she knew that from experience. But people in the Knots still whispered of heat and shadow, of a red thing deep below the desert that called to them, hungering. She shuddered despite herself.

Jacen stalled before answering. “I don’t see how it wouldn’t.”

He looked half a corpse. Whatever was going on in his head, Ysira didn’t trust it.

“What’s your plan, then? I go to the canyon, and . . .”

“Damir and Casandra will go with Neri,” Seth said. “You’d have to avoid them, split them up.” He hesitated. “We need to make it look like Neri disappeared somewhere in the desert. Then bring him back to Jacen’s chapel.”

“You want me to fake his death?” Ysira narrowed her eyes. “What next? Have you thought that far ahead?”

“If we do nothing, he’ll die.” Seth’s voice drowned hers out, enough that she stopped trying to talk over him. “If not from this, from the Harvest. If Ged’s figured out what he is, before long, so will the Church. I know you’re not a part of his life, and I respect that. But we were friends once. And I love that boy as if he were my own son. Please, Ysira. Please trust that this is our last, best option.”

Ysira had some difficulty seeing herself as Neri’s mother, but as

one of the two people responsible for bringing him into this world, she owed him. She would always owe him.

She heard herself say, “I’ll do it.”

Seth’s shoulders sagged. “Thank the gods.”

“Thank me,” said Ysira, struggling to pull herself together. “But I have one condition.”

“I’ll pay you. Whatever you ask.”

“I don’t want your coin. I’ll help you on the condition that you do not tell Neri—” She stumbled over the name she’d given him. “He can’t know who I am.”

She could not make him hate her. “You have my word,” Seth said.

Jacen’s gaze, meanwhile, never left hers. Ysira lifted her chin, matching that intensity, and asked him, “What does Ged mean to do, should he obtain this . . . weapon?”

Jacen’s throat bobbed. With a sideways glance at his friend, Seth answered for him. “He means to use it in a coup. He thinks it could kill a god.”

He said it rather dismissively, and Ysira would not have believed it either—if not for the expression on Jacen’s face. What manner of horror had they stumbled upon?

She said, “I’ll leave at nightfall.”

“Thank you,” Seth said again, but Jacen remained silent.

He must have fallen far. Long after Ysira left the Citadel, she’d gotten acquainted with his novitiate, Elyas. What happened to Elyas would damage anyone, and Ysira was unsure she’d be able to live with herself, had it been her fault. Based on Jacen’s drawn complexion and the way his hands shook, she would hazard that he started his day with a drink. Or several.

Ysira had had her dealings with exorcists and their demons, but there was always something different about Jacen. Something dangerous, made more so by his brokenness. He had edges now, where a careless person might get cut. Maybe he wasn’t even aware of it—or maybe he was, and he thought this would help. One small act of defiance to bridge the unbearable chasm between who he should have been and what he had become instead.

She hated how deeply she understood.
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YSIRA

Following a rushed and unceremonious release from jail, Ysira returned to Ogden’s clinic. It was one of the few buildings in the Knots with multiple stories, one of them—off-limits to everyone but the healer himself—underground. Ysira had a room on the upper level, her home for the last ten years. Through a window overlooking the empty desert she could see the twin spires of the old city of Zal Fel. The black sun sank between them as it set.

She gathered a satchel of provisions and her vast assortment of knives. She slung her glaive across her back, wrapped a thin scarf around her head and face to keep out the dust, and crept toward the back door. She’d meant to avoid Ogden—and his questions—but his low, acerbic Dalish accent called after her, “Ysira.”

The healer was grey-haired and bearded, with deep-set hazel eyes. He’d always been circumspect about his age, but had to be over seventy. He motioned for her to follow him to a curtained treatment area. He changed his dark gloves with his back to her, from one of his many stashes throughout the clinic. Ysira had never seen him without them.

He sat beside the cot, occupied by a comatose young man in threadbare clothes.

“Still can’t wake him?” Ysira asked. “How long has it been?” Ogden frowned at the patient. “Three days.”

“This is the one who said something crawled inside his head? I’d think whatever drugs he took would have worn off by now.”

“So one would think.”

Ysira leaned over to examine the patient. He was obviously quite unwell, with clammy skin and breath so faint, it was easy to imagine he’d died—if not for the occasional twitches and grimaces that suggested intense pain.

“If it was me,” she said, “I’d want to be put out of my misery.”

Ogden looked up at her sharply. “I’ve told you time and again, we don’t know what they can hear in a state like this.”

“Sorry,” Ysira muttered. “Do you suspect a stroke?”

“I did. But . . .” Ogden’s frown deepened. He would not elaborate. “Maybe you should call an exorcist.” Ysira said it in jest, but Ogden gave her a look that said he’d rather shove splinters under his own fingernails.

“I’ll solve this one, too. Eventually.” He leaned back in his chair and exhaled. “You’ve been gone two days. I take it you didn’t get my pancreas?”

“I ran into some knights.” Ogden being one of the few people she preferred not to disappoint, Ysira added, “You were right. Looked like more cancer.”

“Merely knowing helps no one,” Ogden said, “I need the specimen for study.”

What he thought he could do with a cancerous pancreas, Ysira didn’t bother to ask. He wouldn’t have told her, anyway. Sometimes, that drove her mad, but she of all people understood the need to keep secrets—and when those secrets were a matter of survival.

She had never been sure where Ogden learned his trade, let alone what motivated him, but she respected him more than anyone. She also knew she would never cross him.

She said, “I’ll have to steer clear of the funeral grounds for a while, but I’m headed to the canyon. Do you need more mold?”

“A new job?”

“Yes,” she said, and hoped that would be the end of it. It wasn’t.

“Who’s the client?” Ogden asked, and when she took too long to answer, he knew. “Is Neri all right?”

“He will be.” Ysira hesitated, then explained in the briefest of terms what Seth had told her.

“Interesting” was all Ogden had to say about the god-killing demon. “And Semira doesn’t have the resources to handle this himself?” The old man scoffed. “That he has the audacity to involve you, after what his family put you through . . .”

“I have to do this,” said Ysira. “I don’t trust anyone else.”

“Hmm.” Ogden was silent for a moment. “I hope you can prevent this. But if you can’t⁠—”

“I will.”

“If you can’t. You should consider the Shrouded City.”

Ysira gritted her teeth. The Shrouded City was a code name for one of the many places Ogden had contacts. A cult of delusional fanatics, the last remnants of the Zal demon priests, who were capable of little nowadays beyond petty theft and sabotage. Their refuge was known on most maps by other names, and as far as most people knew, it did not exist.

To appease Ogden, Ysira said, “I’ll think about it.” “They would welcome you,” he said meaningfully.

The last thing Ysira wanted was to be pressed into a hopeless revolution. She had seen how that ended. She changed the subject. “Do you want more mold or not?”

He considered. “If you’ll be in the area.”

“Are you ever going to tell me what you use it for?”

“Not a chance,” Ogden said, though the faintest of smiles lit his face. “Do be careful, Ysira. You’re far too valuable to this clinic for me to lose you.”

“You know I’m hard to kill.”

He did. He was the only one who knew all her secrets.

Ogden had been a member of Avram Semira’s court when Ysira had come to them eleven years ago, desperate and due to give birth any day. He had delivered Neri himself and brought them both back from the brink of death while Ged pretended they didn’t exist. He knew Ysira should not have survived.

He knew what she’d brought back with her from the Harvest. Not just her son but the passenger in her brainstem—what the Church called a demon. And when Ysira left, Ogden had gone with her. He never gave a reason for his actions, but she suspected the old healer’s word was all that kept her from the Church’s clutches that day—and since.

Ogden offered her the slightest of nods and a tap on the arm, which, from him, was as good as an embrace.

Ysira departed for the Scar.

Ysira followed the kirikil tracks from the High Lord’s stables, beyond Zivora’s walls. The armored mammals moved at a ponderous pace, leaving imprints of four splayed toes in the red earth behind them. She estimated she would catch up before Oe reached its apex in the sky. Out in the crisp evening air, amidst the stars, the wind, and the unhewn cathedrals of stone, Ysira had far less to fear than most.

She was not clear on the limits of her passenger’s abilities. She still needed to eat and sleep, and at just shy of thirty, she could not yet tell whether she would age as everyone did. A blow to the head might knock her unconscious, and the missing tip of her left finger made her suspect she could not fully regenerate. She did not remember losing it. She’d awoken to find it gone, as her passenger wriggled around her brainstem like a curious cat exploring a new room.

At first, it hadn’t quite understood how a human body ought to fit together. Eight years earlier, it had seen nothing wrong with healing a broken ankle at a perfect right angle to her leg. Ogden had been forced to break it again to set it correctly. The demon had seemed almost offended, but it had never made the same mistake again. It didn’t understand Ysira, nor did it particularly care to—it was only happy to have a home and did not like that home to be damaged.

Ysira traveled late into the night, until she came upon the rim of the canyon. It sprawled before her, a monstrous entity of shadow and stone. One could look down, down, down and see nothing but rock and long, twisting telkaan vines with thorns longer than her arm. Below that lay impenetrable darkness.

Her quarry had made camp in a cactus grove—two tethered kirikil and a tent nestled in the sand. The kirikil snuffled at the vegetation with shovel-shaped snouts, digging for insects beneath the rocks, beside . . .

A crater?

A rather large crater, which had not been there the last time Ysira came out this far. Strange glassy patches in the sand reflected Oe’s and the moons’ light, marking a trail toward the rim. Something about it made her scalp tingle. Had she come this way for any other quarry, she might have turned back.

Ysira gave the camp a wide berth, crossing a great stone bridge to the opposite rim. She propped her glaive and satchel against a boulder, behind a thicket of dry bushes. From there she could see everything that transpired in the camp. Likely, they would rest a few more hours, then venture into the depths before sunrise, so she did her best to sleep.

She was not successful. Worries and regrets churned inside her head as she lay on her back and stared at the stars glimmering down on her in silent judgment.

What could she say to Neri Semira—the son she’d chosen not to know—to make him trust her? Would he believe her if she said she’d come at Seth’s behest? If he asked who she was, how would she answer?

Perhaps it would be safest not to risk a conversation at all, to knock him unconscious and drag him back to the city like a sack of grain. She could be gone before he ever saw her face.

With the eclipse in the sky, dawn was difficult to detect. But Ysira felt it, a prickling up her spine as that silver halo rose over the horizon. The kirikil curled into balls, encasing themselves in their armored shells just as they would in a dust storm. Birds and insects fell quiet, and even the wind seemed to still.

Three figures rose from the camp. They trekked across the stone bridge and followed a path below the rim along those smooth, slippery patches where the nascent light caught on the rocks. Ysira darted down after them, swift and soundless as a shadow.

The Zal cities and their roads did not reach deeper than a mile below the rim, and as far as anyone living could recall, the canyon’s true depths lay at twice that distance. The trail led Ysira within view of Zal Fel, and the deeper she ventured, the more vestiges of civilization she found. The ancient city appeared as ordinary rock from a distance, but if one looked closer, they would see arches, windows, carved and graven walls, and the monolithic twin spires jutting high above the canyon cliffs.

Every now and then, Ysira passed a brazier that had once held a torch, a pit that had once held a fire, etchings in the red stone in a script she could not read, in a language already fading from memory. She climbed around a massive dome—architecture so masterful, it was difficult to tell what had been hewn by wind and water or carved by human hands. She moved quietly so as to not disturb the dead. With the wind and its uncanny music winding its way through the ruins, she couldn’t shake the sense of being surrounded by ghosts.

Neri, Damir, and Casandra stopped to rest in the dome’s hollowed-out interior. Ysira hid behind a column on the crumbling mezzanine. A bright blue lizard scuttled over her boot and tried to bite her, earning itself a knife through the better-formed of its two heads.

Below, Damir’s complaining echoed against the stone. “We’ve only been hiking for a couple of hours. At this rate, it’ll be night before we get there.”

“I’m going as fast as I can,” came Neri’s voice. “The kirikil would’ve been faster. If we hobbled it.”

“Stop it,” chided Casandra. “If he has one of his episodes, we’ll have to go even slower.”

“I still don’t understand why he has to be here,” Damir grumbled, as though Neri were not sitting beside him. Unbelievably, his words simmered with envy. “Why would the most powerful demon ever seen want a cripple for a host?”

To Ysira’s horror, Neri said, “I can do this. I don’t care if you believe me. Father said it’s my responsibility.”

He sounded worryingly serious. This might prove harder than Ysira had anticipated.

Damir scoffed, but Casandra admonished him, “We have to do what Father said.”

“Better hope nothing tries to eat us in the meantime,” said Damir. “You’re lucky I’m the best swordsman in the Citadel.”

“No, you’re not,” said Neri. “Uncle Seth is.” “Uncle Seth is a fat washout.”

“Don’t talk about him like that,” Neri snapped, as Casandra chimed in, “Didn’t he beat you in about ten seconds last cycle?”

Damir was quiet for a moment. “He tricked me.” “It’s actually called a feint,” said Neri.

“Who cares what it’s called? And don’t act like you know anything about swords, Lurchy.”

For gods’ sake. The tone Damir took drove a hot spike of fury through Ysira.

“Someone’s watching us,” Neri said suddenly.

There came a shuffle and a ring of metal as the twins scrambled to their feet, swords out.

Shit. She’d let a child provoke her into a perceptible-enough anger that Neri had sensed it. Ysira swore again under her breath, weighed her options, and emerged from behind the column. As she descended the stairs, she unwound her scarf, exposing her face. She held up both hands to show she meant no harm.

“Why are you following us?” Neri demanded.

She took in his slight build, his short dark hair, and his deep-set, curious black eyes that regarded her with suspicion. He looked nothing at all like Ged.

It took her too long to remember how to speak, plans of knocking the boy unconscious slipping pathetically out of her grasp.

“I’m here to help,” she improvised.

Casandra pointed her sword at Ysira. “Not another step.” She sounded like she’d learned to threaten people from Ged.

“This place is dangerous,” Ysira said. Not a lie. The monsters of the canyon preferred to stay hidden during the eclipse, but these three were making far too much noise.

“Doesn’t concern you,” said Damir.

He looked like a sixteen-year-old version of Ged, broad and poised as if he owned the world. His twin sister, who bore a stronger resemblance to their late mother, Lilaya, was tall and willowy like a dancer. Both were Knight Candidates near the end of their training, but they were sheltered. Ysira doubted many of their classmates ever dared land a proper hit on them. If this came to a fight, she’d have to be smart about it, but she stood a chance.

“I’m a scavenger,” Ysira said. “I know this place better than anyone.

I can help you find whatever you’re looking for.”

Damir advanced on her, the tip of his blade an inch from her chest. “How about you fuck off and I let you live.”

“Maybe she can help,” said Casandra uncertainly.

“We know where we’re going.” Damir gripped his sword tighter, shifting into a more active stance. “You have three seconds to walk away before I gut you.”

Ysira clenched her jaw. He couldn’t possibly be that stupid. “Neri—” she started, and the boy stiffened at his name.

A bloodcurdling howl echoed through the ruins.

The four of them looked up to the mezzanine, where Ysira had hidden mere minutes before. A creature loomed there, peering down through flat yellow eyes. It resembled a man but crawled on four legs. Nothing but ropy muscle on bone, a tattered loincloth, and matted hair the same red-black color as Ysira’s. It howled again, the sound reverberating off the stone. In the distance, more voices joined the awful chorus. The hunting cry of the Osuun.

Damir and Casandra whirled, weapons raised. But Ysira knew better. Osuun hunted in packs, and if they tried to stay and fight, they’d be overwhelmed by numbers. These creatures also never, not in the decade Ysira had been making trips to the canyon, came out during the eclipse. Something was very wrong.

She didn’t care what the twins did—maybe they’d prove a useful distraction—but to Neri she said, “Run.”

And he did—the wrong way, down the trail of glass toward the tenebrous depths.
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YSIRA

Ysira sprinted down the incline after Neri. They had a head start, but the Osuun knew the canyon better than she did. She was not sure whether she would survive being eaten alive and was in no mood to find out.

Shale slipped beneath her boots. She struggled to keep an even footing on the treacherous path. Neri raced ahead, awfully quick for a boy with a cleft foot. A terrible stench rose from the depths, so strong, Ysira almost gagged. She slid between two skeletons mounted on ancient plinths, ribcages split open in some twisted idea of a decorative display. She ran beneath an archway of bones strung with bloody entrails still dripping wet. Everything about this place presented a clear message: Turn back now. But the path of glass remained, so Neri took it all as an invitation.

As the path grew slick with gore, he finally slowed and stumbled.

Ysira closed the distance and caught him by the armpit. “Let go!” he shouted.

“Quiet,” she hissed. “Don’t make me stuff a rag in your mouth.”

He flinched at her tone. She didn’t have time to feel guilty. She steered him sideways, down a series of sawtooth passages through the ghastly ruins. She kept an unyielding grip on his arm, looking over her shoulder to ensure they hadn’t been followed.

Neri allowed Ysira to help him climb up on a stone ledge. They crouched amongst cobwebs, shattered pottery, and fragments of bone. The floor glistened with a fine film of . . . something. A soft breeze whispered from a draft somewhere behind them, the lone sound in a silence that made Ysira’s flesh crawl. It wasn’t safe, but it was secluded, and she needed space to think.

Neri refused to let her. “Who are you? How did you know my name?” At least he had the sense to lower his voice.

“Your uncle Seth sent me. I’m Ysira.”

“What about Damir and Casandra? Shouldn’t we—” “They can take care of themselves.”

If the twins were smart, they would run back to Zivora. They would probably describe Ysira to Ged; that couldn’t be helped, but with any luck he’d assume she and Neri both fell prey to the beasts of the canyon. Now she only had to wait for the danger to pass, take a round-about path to the rim, and get Neri to Jacen’s chapel.

She’d begun to breathe again when Neri inhaled sharply. Whatever he sensed, he didn’t have time to warn her before something curled around her ankle—five knobby, grasping fingers.

Ysira scrambled back on her hands and heels. She aimed a kick at the Osuun’s skull. It dodged, pulling her toward it with inhuman strength, using her weight to leverage itself onto the rock shelf. It leaned down, jaws opened wide to reveal jagged black forcipules clicking together, starving for a bite out of her leg.

A thrown rock struck the Osuun in the temple. It screeched and let go. Neri gaped, as if he couldn’t believe he’d had the nerve to do that. The creature reared up and lunged at him. Ysira swung her glaive around in an arc, smashing into its skull. It staggered as though drunk. Its insectile mouth went slack. It fell against her, sweat-slick and heavy, the stench of rotten meat forcing her eyes shut and the breath from her lungs.

With a cry, Neri pulled his dagger from its sheath and leapt. He hung off the Osuun’s shoulders and drove the blade into its neck again and again. Too late. Ysira lost her footing. The creature and Neri toppled against her. All three of them went over the ledge.

They fell in a tangle of limbs, hair, chitin, fabric, and steel, tumbling down a slope of loose shale into a ravine. Ysira’s forehead smacked into a boulder. Stars flashed across her vision. She lay there, pulse throbbing in the back of her head, until the pain receded and she could see properly.

They had fallen far enough that she spotted water below. On the red rocks, it looked like flowing blood. She’d held on to her glaive but her satchel was gone—her medicinal kit, her tools, most of her provisions . . . everything but her knives, some cactus-fiber rope, and one canteen half-full of water.

Nearby, Neri scrambled to his feet. The Osuun’s corpse must have broken his fall. He prodded it with his bad foot and, when it didn’t move, yanked his dagger from its neck. He stared at the creature, watching blood seep into the dirt.

At least he was too distracted to see Ysira’s left shoulder, wrist, and two fingers crack back into place. Her passenger struggled to keep up with her injuries. It settled deep in her brainstem, restless in a way she had come to recognize as irritability.

When it was done, she asked Neri, “Have you ever killed anything before?”

He started to reply—then dropped his dagger and vomited. Ysira took that to mean no. She stood there like an imbecile while he emptied his guts, the only thought in her head, This will dehydrate him.

“You did well,” she told him.

Neri seemed to find her condescending. “I can handle myself. I know I don’t look like it, but Uncle Seth says there’s no such thing as a fair fight, anyway.”

Ysira almost laughed. “He’s right about that.”

Neri started to respond, still on the defensive, but something stopped the words in his throat. His eyes were fixed on the canyon wall behind Ysira. She followed him to where it slanted over them, steep as though poised to topple over.

Neri traced a hand over glassy patches of stone. “It’s here.” His voice was low, awed. “The arch.”

Dismayed, Ysira scanned the ravine. The rock formation lay cloaked in shadow, narrow and symmetrical like a doorway. She would not have noticed it if she hadn’t been looking—or if it hadn’t been marked with a long, sooty handprint. A handprint with four fingers.

“I have to go in there,” said Neri.

“You do not,” said Ysira. “I gave Seth my word I’d bring you back to Zivora.”

To her intense frustration, Neri insisted, “Something’s calling to me.

It wants me to find it.”

“Is it a red thing?” Ysira guessed, impatient. “You— How did you know?”

“You’re not the first telepath to hear it.” She waved a dismissive hand at his stunned expression. “I’m not with the Church. I don’t care.” Before Ysira was Harvested, she had never heard the “voice in the desert”—spoken of in whispers throughout the Knots. Ogden had to console the occasional patient who heard it and convinced themselves they were losing their mind. Low-tier telepaths, he speculated. Ysira suspected she could sense it now on account of her passenger, though she lacked the gifts to discern any meaning.

Presumably, her passenger understood the call better than she did—and it was terrified. She had never known it to fear anything else.

“It wants me to find it,” Neri repeated.

“It doesn’t want you to find it; it just wants to be found,” said Ysira. “You’re not special.” Neri looked wounded, so she amended, “You don’t know what it will do⁠—”

“You don’t understand.” Neri hesitated, as though unsure whether he ought to share this with her. He drew himself up and set his jaw. “My father said this is how we stop the Harvest.”

Ysira shook her head. “He’s manipulating you.”

Neri’s face fell. Maybe she’d been too harsh. But he said, “I’m not stupid; I know that. But I’m so close. I can’t just go home.” Desperation colored his tone, now, and he spoke as though short of breath. “He won’t let me.”

At first, Ysira thought Neri was on the verge of panic, but then he began to wheeze. He doubled over, struggling for air.

“Neri!” Ysira reached toward him in alarm.

He shoved her back, weak but insistent. “I don’t—” The words seemed stuck in his throat, as if his airway constricted around them. “I don’t need your help.”

Gods. He really was Ged Semira’s son, wasn’t he?

Neri coughed and wheezed, kneeling on the rock and tugging his collar away from his neck. What was probably only minutes felt like an eternity. He looked anywhere but at Ysira, and as the attack receded, a dark flush of shame crept up his cheeks.

“Your episodes,” she realized. “That’s what Damir was talking about.”

She knew Neri had health problems, though she’d never learned the specifics. Over the first few years of his life, Ogden had made a number of calls to the Citadel, about which Ysira had never asked. But she’d paid attention. She tried not to wonder whether Neri would have survived to adolescence without Ogden’s intervention.

She must have let too much of her feelings show, because Neri seemed upset with her. “It’s not like that.” After a few breaths, he went on. “It’s not even that bad.” Another few breaths. “There’s a healer; he treats me once a cycle, and it’s gotten much better. It passes. I’m not weak.”

“Of course you’re not,” said Ysira, and meant it, but Neri eyed her with suspicion. At his age, she might well have felt the same.

“You don’t have to come,” he informed her. “I don’t—” He paused again to cough. “I don’t understand why you’re trying to protect me.”

Ysira offered him her canteen, tactful as if approaching a skittish cat. He took a sip of water, though he still glared expectantly at her.

“I’m being paid very well.” She hesitated. “Besides, Seth is . . . my friend.”

“He’s never mentioned you.”

Ysira shrugged, pretending not to care. “I enjoy my privacy.” She watched Neri for a moment. “You don’t have to prove yourself to Ged.” Instead of responding, Neri pointed at the ledge from where they’d fallen. “We can’t go back the way we came. And we have to keep moving forward, right? Those things—” He swallowed, face going a bit grey. “They might follow us.”

Ysira surveyed Neri, impatient all over again but impressed with his tenacity. He also had a point.

“What are they?” he asked.

“Osuun. It’s Zal,” Ysira admitted, “I’m not sure what it means.” “Lost.” Neri frowned. “It means lost.”

The word evoked a strange sadness in Ysira. She sighed. “I think they were people, once.”

This is who we are without the gods, the priests said, spreading tales of madness and depravity. Others whispered that the Osuun were the Harvested, transformed by the gods and set loose to roam the canyon for eternity, sating their monstrous hunger with the flesh of anyone who dared disturb these ruins. Ysira remembered so little of her own Harvest; for all she knew, she had narrowly escaped becoming one of them.

She glanced upward, to the ledge that was still vacant. For now. “All right,” she said at last. “We’ll go through the arch. But we’re not following your trail.”

She motioned him ahead of her. Cowed for the time being, Neri slunk through the stone passage to a crumbling stair. His brow furrowed as though his thoughts had formed a massive knot in his head, requiring all his energy to untangle. Ysira knew the feeling. It nagged at her as they climbed in a tight spiral, until the stairway opened on a ruined hall. They climbed through rubble from the fallen ceiling, between toppled columns bathed in the eerie light of the eclipse.

Twice more Neri had to stop and catch his breath. Whenever Ysira moved toward him, threatening to offer a hand, he squared his shoulders and quickened his steps.

Though it would not do for him to catch her staring, Ysira struggled not to. She had never before let herself think of Neri as her son. She found herself trying to deduce what came from her and what came from his father, searching for evidence of her own parents in him. Neri’s elegant facial features and obsidian eyes were Ysira’s, but his skin was a darker brown, his hair black. He looked more like a Semira, more Telu than Zal.

Ysira’s father would’ve hated that. Yeran Naktis had been a destitute grifter from the Knots, but he’d taken such pride in his Zal bloodline, telling Ysira they descended from conquerors. He’d have been horrified as she picked her way through the ruins of their people’s ancient glory, no longer able to decipher the written language he’d risked so much to teach her.

The jedaat glared at her from all around the hall, its sharp geometric patterns the sole adornment on these stark stone faces. Yeran had died when Ysira was eight; she remembered little of him but his cruelty. And yet, the notion that he would be disappointed in her stung nonetheless. Perhaps she understood Neri’s stubborn insistence on proving himself to Ged better than she liked to admit.

Neri had stopped in front of a massive frieze. His voice echoed in the silence. “Was this a temple?”

He squinted at the frieze. It depicted seven spheres, caught in a spiraling current around an eighth, much larger. The sun, with their world and its celestial neighbors. Art in Zivora never depicted them so clearly, as though the Church preferred not to remind people that anything existed beyond this sphere—Celes Lor. Yet they could not erase the sky and the stars, let alone the sight of Oe at night. On the frieze, the ringed giant shared a path around the sun with Celes Lor. Two tiny circles denoted the moons Ixion and Nue.

Neri ran a hand over a small row of jedaat glyphs, lips moving as he sounded something out.

“Can you read that?” Ysira asked, stunned despite herself.

“A little. I wanted to understand, so Uncle Seth found me some books.” She felt a sudden pang of appreciation for Seth and the absurd resources to which his family had access, as Neri said, “I think it says . . . this was a gift for the—rise? Ascension? Of Ikuran Var . . . hmm.” His fingers lingered over a symbol below the glyphs. A disjointed triangular spiral. “I don’t know what this means.” He frowned.

“Eat? That can’t be right.”

Ysira supplied the only detail she knew. “Var is what the Zal called their demon priests.”

“Do you think it’s true they caused the Cataclysm?” Neri looked up, taking in the full scope of the frieze. “When the gods saved us . . . Do you ever wonder if it’s true they came from the stars?” He seemed to be talking mostly to himself as he mused, “I wonder what else is out there.”

“Maybe we used to know.” Ysira glanced around the ruins. “Some say we could travel to the moons, once.”

She found that story difficult to believe, but Neri said, “Father told me that. He says the Church lies to us.”

“What do you think?” Ysira asked.

Neri dragged his bad foot back and forth, scraping lines in the dust. At last he said, “My mother was Harvested.” He didn’t appear to notice that Ysira stopped breathing. His lip trembled. “I’ve had friends taken. My only friends, years ago. Father says the gods sent the plague, too, and it killed Lilaya and Grandmother Ynes. It’s selfish if I don’t do anything about it.” He stopped for breath. “Don’t you have anyone you care about?”

Ysira had reasonably fond memories of her mother. She tolerated Seth and owed Ogden her life. But sympathy over the plight of her fellow citizens was not something to which she was accustomed, and she shuttered herself off from it. And . . . the most salient thought that leapt into her head was You. I care about you.

“Seth said⁠—”

“He doesn’t understand,” Neri blurted. “He doesn’t know what it’s

like to be me. I’ll never be a warrior. I’m a weak telepath. This is the only way I can help, the only way I won’t—I won’t be worthless.” He turned, and looked up at Ysira. “Can’t you understand that?”

Of course Ysira understood. She knew, intimately, what it was like to be told she would never amount to anything—and the horror of realizing she’d proven everyone right.

But she made herself say, “You don’t know if this”—she refused to call it a plan—“this idea will work. Even if your father is right, if whatever is calling to you really did kill a god, he doesn’t know, either. He couldn’t.”

“How do you know?” Neri did not state it as a question so much as a challenge.

They treaded dangerously close to a subject that would not help Ysira’s argument, so she said, “I think caution is warranted. And—come on, we shouldn’t linger here.”

With that, at least, Neri didn’t argue. He followed her to the front of the hall, overlooking the expanse of the canyon. The acropolis of Zal Fel sprawled below, the dead city drenched in dusk, silent as a tomb. Towering human effigies framed the portico, carved as though they knelt and held the crumbling ceiling on their backs and bowed heads. From the overlook, one stair led down the cliffside. The other led up—and it was lined with glass.

Ysira tried to steer Neri away before he saw it. “This way.” “The trail goes up.”

“We’re going back down,” Ysira snapped, and stepped in front of him. She’d have to revert to her initial plan—knock him unconscious, tie him up, and carry him back to Zivora.

Neri stuck out his chin, and for the first time, Ysira saw Ged in his features. “Are you going to stop me?”

In all her life, Ysira had never met an individual so stubbornly bent on his own destruction. If he’d been anyone else in the world, she would have left him to it.

Neri tried to bolt past her. She grabbed him by the arm and pulled him into a headlock. He went limp, forcing her to lean forward. He hooked a foot around her ankle. Made her stumble. She was so surprised that for an instant her grip on him loosened. He wriggled away, drew his dagger, slipped under her guard⁠—

—and slashed her forearm.

As she cried out, he staggered back. He was breathing hard, hands braced against his knees, but staring at the wound he’d inflicted. At the tissue knitting back together before his eyes.

“I knew it,” he gasped. “You have a demon.”

Ysira didn’t get a chance to say more, though, because a terrible hunting cry echoed from the canyon depths. She whirled, readying her weapon, and heard it again. Unmistakably, it came from the stairway leading down. And it was growing closer.

She could not escape the sense they had been herded there, as if somehow the Osuun knew. As if they wanted Neri to follow the path of glass.

He had already dashed up the jagged cliff façade, toward a looming crevasse that glimmered in the eclipse’s faint light. With no other choice, Ysira ran after him. They plunged into the asphyxiating black.
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YSIRA

The darkness in the passageway was almost complete. Colors grew muted and fuzzy. Neri slipped through with ease, but Ysira had to clench her shoulders and suck in her stomach. As she crept forward, the wall shifted beneath her fingers from familiar craggy stone to something smoother . . . other.

Cool yellow light bloomed in the tunnel, revealing a hall with perfect, sterile geometry. Ysira’s scalp prickled. Her boot squished into a lumpy wetness. She was accosted by the stench of something ancient and freshly exhumed, of ash and offal.

The hall curved as they advanced and came upon an antechamber of sorts before a broad metal door. Above it perched a blinking light reminiscent of the globes in the Palestone City, and below—amidst charred and splattered gore, as though some great force had blown it apart—was a skeleton in scattered disarray.

Ysira could not quite pinpoint what felt so wrong about this space—more than the destroyed body. She’d seen plenty of those. No, it was these clean lines and smooth walls, materials for which she had no name . . . yet seemed horribly familiar. It made her skin crawl.

While Ysira stared, trying to make sense of it, Neri knelt and picked up a bone. A cracked femur, longer than human, with an odd sheen to its surface.

“Put that down,” Ysira said.

Neri ignored her. He ventured closer, toward the headless ribcage and spinal column. Movement caught Ysira’s eye.

It was red as blood, no longer than her hand, with dozens of wispy appendages. It peeked out from behind a vertebra, revealing a core that glowed like an ember. It was so small, and yet the longer she looked at it, the more its presence seemed to engulf the area. The psychic weight of a thousand minds, concentrated into a singularity, pulling her into its grasp. It was sheer will, sheer power, sheer hunger.

The entity from her dreams—from all their dreams.

Ysira’s field of vision split down the middle, creating a shimmering fracture in reality. She saw stars aglow in red light. Limitless, monstrous potential.

A quiver in her brainstem made her lightheaded, returning her to her body. Trembling, she blinked several times to regain her bearings. Beside her, Neri stood transfixed. His lips moved as if the entity spoke to him, and he answered, in no language Ysira understood. He stepped toward it.

The thing twitched, rearing up with sudden speed. Ysira didn’t think before she lunged. She shoved Neri behind her. The red thing jumped. It scuttled up her arm, leaving a trail of fire in its wake—and paused. Her passenger flinched.

The red thing’s appendages flickered as though in recognition. A predator, assessing its prey. Primordial terror, more than Ysira’s own, engulfed her like a shock of cold water. But the creature let them be, uninterested.

It leapt at Neri.

His eyes met Ysira’s, wide and terrified, for a splinter of a moment in which it was already far too late.

It burrowed into his ear.

Neri cried out, hand flying to his temple. He dropped to the ground.

An instant later, he began to convulse.

Ysira had never felt so stupid, so useless. She did the only thing she knew how: held Neri on his side, ensuring he didn’t aspirate while his limbs jerked and he foamed at the mouth. Minutes passed before he fell still in her arms, still breathing, but barely.

Her vision blurred, her eyes suddenly wet. She wiped away the tears, which helped neither of them. What would Ogden do now?

She checked Neri’s pulse, frantic and irregular as a dying moth beneath her fingertips. It fluttered and then—her own heart spasmed⁠—

Nothing.

“No.” The word escaped her, half a sob.

She stacked her hands one over the other and began to pump on Neri’s chest. Forcing blood through his body. She could not let him die like this.

Ysira had told herself for eleven years that Neri might as well be a stranger. She had tried so hard to feel nothing, and for what? She knew him. Her very body still bore the evidence of him. That fragile newborn with a wrinkly little face, who she hadn’t wanted to hold because she was afraid she would love him and loving him felt like a concession. Like saying everything that had happened to her, every awful moment that led to his existence, was perfectly acceptable. Like telling whatever gods might be watching that she would have chosen this for herself.

But for a handful of days, he had nursed at her breast and snuggled against her as if she were the safest place in the world. She had realized even then that she would know him anywhere, as long as she lived. For it all to lead to this, to end like this⁠—

She continued to work, pausing compressions only to tilt Neri’s head back and blow air into his mouth. Ribs cracked and popped under her palms. She bit through her lower lip. Her arms began to go numb.

At last—at last—Neri stirred and coughed.

Ysira nearly sobbed with relief. She made to cup his face, prod him awake, but drew back with a hiss. His bare skin was scalding. His eyelids fluttered open, unfocused, and she caught a flash of brilliant red. She had no frame of reference for what was happening. She needed an experienced healer, preferably Ogden.

A healer—or an exorcist.

She rolled Neri onto his stomach and hooked an elbow under his arm. She levered his body over her shoulders, taking care not to touch his skin. He had to weigh less than half what she did. This would be difficult, but she could do this. She had to.

She did not look back.

Ysira carried Neri out of the strange room, back through the temple, through the ravine, and out of the depths.

She found the path deserted. The sun had set. Nothing but the wind passed by, a whistling gale that whipped her hair against her face. Nothing stirred, no Osuun, no beasts, not even the buzz of insects. It was an awful silence, a hair-raising absence that thundered through her nerves—as though the canyon’s creatures could sense what now lurked inside Neri.

He would need water. Ysira’s own mouth grew parched, every breath rasping out of her like her lungs were lined with sand. Neri burned hotter and hotter. She had to layer her robe over the back of her neck to stand having him so close to her skin. Her passenger seemed to hate it too, and their inability to communicate had never frustrated Ysira more.

Calm down, she pleaded with it, to no avail. Her head throbbed, and the demon grew so restless, she had trouble keeping her balance. Her legs shook with every step. No matter how she shifted Neri’s weight, her shoulders trembled and her back ached. Still, she did not dare rest. She fixed her eyes on the terrain ahead, watching it pass beneath her step by step. Rock by rock. Grain of sand by grain of sand.

Only when she cleared the canyon rim did she let herself pause, and laid Neri down behind a pillar of rock. The stars and Oe shone overhead, painting the desert blue. Neri appeared to be in a deep sleep, barely stirring, but his pulse was steady.

As soon as Ysira bent her knees to sit, they buckled. She sagged against the rock, drenched in sweat, heart pounding. She had to keep moving. Get Neri to someone—anyone—who could help. Soon, very soon, but first she needed to breathe. To rest. To sleep . . .
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JACEN

Jacen took a cart from the Citadel to the Inner City, not far from where his first chapel had been located. He was to meet Ged Semira on the ground floor of an empty tower, where he’d been summoned for . . . gods knew what. Jacen suspected he wouldn’t enjoy it. He arrived rather late and not at all sober.

The tower was one of many such structures in Zivora, an uninhabited surplus of space set aside for storage. The emptiness made Jacen feel like an ant crawling over the bones of something incomprehensibly greater than he. The Merchants’ Guild owned this particular building; the men standing guard were private contractors, not Guardsmen. He couldn’t decide whether he found that interesting or alarming.

The Knight Commander maintained a professional façade just long enough to get out of the guards’ earshot. At the top of a long spiral stair, Ged seized Jacen by the front of his robes and slammed him against the palestone wall.

“Damir hasn’t returned.” Ged leaned close enough that Jacen could see the silver flecks in his stubble and several places he’d cut himself with a razor. That didn’t bode well. Ged had a reputation for being as meticulous about his shave as he was his physique.

“It’s been almost two days,” he spat. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

Hard as it was to speak with a massive forearm shoved against his lungs, Jacen managed, “No.”

Ged loosened his grip enough to let Jacen breathe. “Don’t lie to me.” He sniffed and wrinkled his nose. “You’re too drunk to do a passable job of it. And I’ve had a thorough discussion with Seth. I know everything.”

Shit. Jacen tried to squirm away, but Ged blocked him. Not for the first time, Jacen—who was not a short man—resented the sheer physicality the bastard had at his disposal.

“Maybe they got lost,” Jacen said stubbornly. “You’re the one who sent children into the canyon instead of going yourself.”

“I trust my son as much as any knight of Zivora,” said Ged. “If anything’s happened to him, I swear I’ll⁠—”

Behind them, the heavy door to the observatory swung open. Seth stood there.

“Ged, for gods’ sake, get away from him.” Seth’s face was lined with barely restrained anger. “What are you trying to prove?”

With a look of deep disgust, Ged stepped back. “We have work to do. You’re in this now, whether you like it or not.”

He ushered Jacen into the observatory, an airy circular room with wide-open windows overlooking the darkened city. A surprising assortment of people stood around a palestone table: Saraida Ancarath, two knights Jacen didn’t recognize, and Sister Sionann Ilusha, an inquisitor of his own order. The thin, yellow-haired woman avoided eye contact.

The sixth individual was a thoroughly suspicious old man by the name of Ogden, who had once been a member of the High Lord’s court. Now he ran a clinic in the Knots. Even in the heat, he wore layered robes, gloves, and boots instead of sandals. He frowned at the sight of Jacen and told Ged, “When you said you’d enlisted a pair of telepaths, I didn’t think you meant the dregs of the Order.”

Sister Ilusha flushed bright red. She must have been recruited because she was easy to blackmail—it was the one thing she had in common with Jacen. It was an open secret that the Merchants’ Guild owned her.

Jacen tersely asked Ogden, “Why are you here?”

“I’m a physician,” said Ogden, as if that explained anything.

Jacen looked at the ceiling and closed his eyes in exasperation. “Seth?”

Seth sat on a window ledge, unbothered by the three-hundred-foot drop behind him. “My dear wife-to-be told Ged everything.”

“I reported to my direct superior in the Guard,” Saraida said. “As is my duty.”

Seth snorted. “Spare me. You’re plotting a coup with him.”

“His interests are mine.” Saraida’s tone took on a touch of pity. “I’m not in love with you, Seth, and I’m not loyal to you. You knew that.”

Seth did not respond, but Jacen sensed his brief pang of shame as Saraida went on. “We’re all here because we agree something must be done about the Harvest.”

“Bad for your grandmother’s business, is it?” Seth said acerbically. “My grandmother is not involved in this, nor will she interfere. Ged and I have quietly seized her assets and placed her under comfortable house arrest.”

Saraida’s demeanor was cold, arms crossed, green eyes distant, but Jacen sensed no deception. He recalled the scene Neri had caused at the offering ceremony, accusing Lady Ancarath of cheating the Harvest. Perhaps it had triggered a moral crisis in Saraida. Whatever her reasons . . . she believed in this cause.

But Seth studied his betrothed with skepticism. “So, you’re suddenly loyal to Ged? Over your last living family?”

“My priority,” Saraida snapped, “is justice.”

“Captain Ancarath can be trusted,” Ged said. “As for you”—he looked at Seth, then at Jacen—“I intend to liberate this city by any means necessary, and I will not allow the two of you to interfere with my plans again. If I have to send you to the deepriver prisons to get you out of my way, I will.”

“Your plans,” Seth said through gritted teeth, “hinge on allowing a monstrously powerful demon to possess an eleven-year-old boy.”

“Damir is doing his part in the canyon.” Ged went on as if Seth hadn’t spoken. “He’ll get Neri to the weapon while we do our work here.”

“What exactly is this plan of yours?” Seth ticked off questions on his fingers. “How do you know you’ll be able to make Neri do anything once he’s in control of that abomination? How do you know he’ll be able to control it? How do you know it won’t kill him?” He looked at Jacen with an air of utter exhaustion. “You’re the exorcist. Make him see reason. How do we know this thing won’t kill us all?”

“I don’t know,” Jacen said truthfully. Uselessly.

“It’s a risk, but it’s necessary.” Ged slashed an impatient hand through the air. “What’s more, Neri agreed to this. He knows my plan and my expectations for him.”

“You know that boy would do anything for your approval, no matter how stupid,” Seth snarled.

“He’s my son,” said Ged. “Not yours. This was never your decision to make, and you ought to be glad he has more courage than you.”

Seth dragged a hand down his face. “If you had spoken to me beforehand—spoken to anyone⁠—”

“What’s done is done,” Saraida cut in, with poorly suppressed annoyance. “For now—we prepare. We mobilize our loyal Guardsmen. We fan the flames in the Knots, encourage their superstitions.”

Ogden spoke up. “We may not have to wait much longer. My contact says the voice in the desert has gone silent.”

Everyone in the room turned toward the old man.

The voice in the desert. The red thing. What waits below. Jacen had heard a score of names for what might have been one legend or a dozen different ones. A chill settled over him.

Seth’s gaze, however, had never left Ged. “Your plan—I want details.”

Ged watched him for a moment, then replied, “In the White Cathedral depths, there is a room. All Zivora’s infrastructure is controlled from there—cooling, irrigation, the dock elevators . . . I suspect, even the polyhedra. It’s where all citizens are registered and consecrated. My father has a ring that grants him access.”

Jacen had been to that room. Every citizen of Zivora had, though few remembered it—usually in their first year, to be named and consecrated to the gods. All they had for evidence was a small scar, no wider than a thumbnail, on their forearm.

Jacen had a sudden urge to scratch at his own mark, almost invisible after nearly three decades. He failed to restrain himself.

“I’ve been paying attention,” Ged went on. “Tracking his every move. He visits that room, usually with Akkani, whenever he’s called to speak to the gods. I believe it’s through this room that they enter Zivora, and unless they materialize out of nothing”—he spoke as if he found the very notion preposterous—“there must be a back door. There are secret passages throughout the Citadel, some leading to the deepriver caves below. We need a map.”

He looked at Jacen. It wasn’t a question. But Jacen shook his head. “If a map exists, it’ll be in the restricted archives. I don’t have access.” “You’ll find a way.” Ged’s tone brooked no dissent. “The next time we meet the gods in that chamber, we’ll be prepared. We’ll follow them to wherever they come from, and fight. We’ll have to deal with the

Church and my father first⁠—”

“Deal with?” Seth repeated, aghast.

“A figure of speech,” Ged snapped. “I need that ring to access the chamber.” He paused. “The night Brother Kheris brought us the skull, the High Lord told me the truth. The burden I’m meant to inherit—you can’t imagine it. But he is a coward and has long since closed himself off to the potential I saw in an instant.”

Seth had the look of a man who’d never heard a more frustrating sentence. Saraida said to him, more gently, “We’ll force Avram to step down. The Guard will follow our lead. Then Ged enters the white room to be anointed with Neri, just as Avram did with your grandfather⁠—”

“Neri isn’t Ged’s heir,” Seth pointed out. “Damir is. But he’ll be some-place safe, won’t he?”

Ged didn’t even blink. Jacen sensed another storm brewing, so he spoke up. “You might be overestimating what this demon can do. Killing one”—he had to force himself to say it—“killing one god is not the same as challenging them all at once. Not to mention the Church’s entire arsenal of inquisitors.”

“The Church is not as secure as they want us to believe,” said Saraida. “My fellow Captains have been ordered to arrest anyone suspected of venturing into the canyon and detain them for telepathic interrogation. Something has them scared.”

Jacen was about to argue, but Ogden cut in. “At the moment, we have a more pressing concern.” He looked at Ged. “Best to dismiss your knights.”

Ged jerked his head toward the exit. “You know your roles.” Saraida and the other knights departed, but Seth refused to move.

Jacen seized the opportunity to slink out with Ilusha, only for Ogden to say, “Keep the telepaths. Let’s see if you can prove yourselves useful.” He directed them halfway down the tower to a landing, through a corridor that opened on another stair. Jacen could have sworn Ogden’s gloved hand trembled as he pushed through the door.

Jacen disliked everything about this. He was already up to his knees in this nightmare of a situation, and yet there he stood, poised to wade deeper. But what choice did he have? He ground his teeth and followed the others.

The storeroom below was empty but for a fine layer of dust and, covered by a roughspun blanket, something shaped uncomfortably like a human body.

Ged stopped at the foot of the stairs. “What’s this?”

“A problem,” said Ogden. He crouched with a grunt of arthritic discomfort and pulled the blanket aside.

The corpse belonged to a young man, whose throat had been cut with a fine instrument. A sheet of dried blood stained his neck beneath a dark red line. By Jacen’s estimation, he had been dead for a day, maybe longer. His limbs were stiff, his chest did not rise, and there was no ebb and flow of extradimensional energy about him.

Yet he wore a blindfold. His hands were tied, his ears stuffed with wax. “This man came to my clinic as a patient,” Ogden explained. “He complained of a persistent headache and told me something had crawled inside his ear while he slept. Now, this is not unusual in the Knots. We have an insect problem. But then I examined him, and⁠—”

He hefted the corpse on its side and removed the wax in one ear. The area was crusted with blood and appeared almost . . .

“Looks more like a rodent chewed through there,” Seth remarked, wrinkling his nose.

But Ilusha asked quietly, “You said he was conscious and speaking?”

Ogden replaced the wax. “He was. I observed significant trauma to his inner ear. It’s my assessment that something fairly large forced its way inside.”

“It didn’t kill him?” said Seth.

Jacen’s spine prickled as Ilusha locked his gaze. The inquisitor stood as far from the corpse as the room would allow, arms wrapped tight around herself.

So, Jacen said it aloud. “A demon wouldn’t have. They can mold themselves into tiny spaces, then blend seamlessly with brain tissue.”

Without thinking about it, for an instant forgetting everything but the task before him, he approached the body and knelt. He examined the man’s ear and lifted the blindfold to check his fixed, glassy pupils. “Seamless is the operative word. Demons don’t tend to leave trauma like this.” He looked up at Ogden. “But you called us down here anyway. Why?” If Jacen hadn’t known better, he would have suspected that whatever had burrowed into this man’s ear was being intentionally careless. Forceful. Perhaps even trying to inflict pain. Demons were dangerous and, by the gods’ definition, ontologically evil, but Jacen had encountered enough to know they were not malicious. They possessed only the animal instinct to survive.

Cruelty required intelligence.

“He did not exhibit signs of possession, nor of any malady I could address, so I sent him home,” Ogden said. “On the way out, he collapsed. My staff and I tried everything. I was prepared to euthanize him, but early this morning . . . I heard something amiss. I found him wandering about, very much awake.” He pursed his lips. “It was also apparent to me that he was covering his tracks and had likely been searching my clinic each night since he arrived.”

Jacen glanced at the man’s slit throat, then back at Ogden. “Did you kill him?”

“Of course. But first he spoke to me in a way that . . .” Ogden shook his head. “I have theories. We need them confirmed.”

“This is a dead body.” Jacen stood, brushing dust off his robes. “You want me to perform an exorcism on it?”

Ged answered for Ogden. “Yes.” He frowned at the corpse with a new, wary fascination. “If we’re being watched, we need to know more.” “If there was a demon in there, it would be long dead by now,”

Jacen protested.

“Would it?” said Ogden.

Jacen spread his arms. “In every circumstance I’ve ever encountered, yes. You might as well ask me to exorcise a piece of meat.”

“And what of those you haven’t encountered?” Ogden challenged. “Surely, you’re not so arrogant as to believe you’ve seen everything of the Source.”

Five years earlier, Jacen might have been. Now . . . he knew far less than he cared to consider. The demon in the canyon, certainly, was different from anything he’d ever encountered. If the red thing was indeed real, it had existed outside the Source without a host for decades. Centuries.

Perhaps it wasn’t the only one.

But the prospect of prodding around a dead man’s mind, searching for some unknown horror that might be watching him this very moment, filled Jacen with dread. Besides—he was nowhere near sober.

He said to Ogden, “If you know something we don’t, kindly skip the theatrics and tell us.”

Ogden shrugged. “As I said. I’m simply theorizing.”

“I can try,” said Ilusha, with so much reluctance the words might have been dragged out of her with pliers. “I haven’t assisted with an exorcism since I was a novitiate, but⁠—”

“For gods’ sake,” Jacen exclaimed. “I’ll do it.”

“Are you sure?” Seth asked. “You don’t look well.”

“I’m well enough.” Jacen had a faint recollection of being much younger and boasting about his ability to perform an exorcism drunk. Maybe this served him right.

He knelt once more and put his hands on the body. He suppressed a shudder at the cold, dead flesh, stiff beneath his palms. He closed his eyes and opened his mind.

As expected, nothing remained to guide him. Just a husk where a soul should be. The fog in his head did not help matters; proper focus eluded him. Each time he thought he sensed something, it slipped out of his grasp.

A demonic mind was more fluid than a human’s. Brother Marez had explained this to Jacen by pinning an enormous cockroach to a table with a needle and, as it squirmed, slicing off its head.

“It can live without it,” the old priest had said, as the insect continued to wriggle. “It has neither bones nor blood vessels; it requires far less structure than we do. It does not require lungs to breathe, nor a brain to think. A demon is similar. They are thought made physical, capable of blending in to the fabric of consciousness.”

Jacen continued to search, until a greater picture emerged. Something was there, a cold and slimy mass woven into that dead grey matter. It was ancient, shockingly intelligent, and⁠—

And it was aware of him.

Jacen pulled back with a cry of alarm.

“What is it?” Ged demanded. “What do you see?” “There’s something in there,” Jacen choked out. “Alive.”

It seemed to be hiding, lying in wait, watching for the opportunity to—what? Escape? He sensed no fear from it.

Jacen got a hold of himself, summoning the authority he used to address a congregation. “Get back upstairs. Now.”

Even Ged obeyed. Jacen waved them onward. “All the way. Go!” Only Seth—the idiot—hesitated, lingering at the bottom of the stairs.

The entity proved slippery, already fading out of focus. Jacen struggled to hold it in his mind’s eye, extradimensional senses probing its outline. A many-limbed creature leered at him, daring him to come closer.

Closer.

The oddest sense of familiarity overcame him. Almost a longing. An emotion that did not belong to him flickered through his mind: surprise, tinged with amusement.

And all of a sudden, he was too close.

The creature writhed inside the decaying brain, unfurling massive tentacles.

“Jace!”

Seth’s voice brought him back to reality. Jacen found himself an inch from the dead man’s face, as though poised for a kiss. Ready to let something crawl inside his mouth.

“Shit fucking fuck—” He scrambled back and staggered to his feet. “Where did it go?”

From halfway up the stairs, Ilusha called, “I don’t sense anything.” “You passed out,” said Seth. “I wasn’t about to let you get yourself possessed.” He started to help Jacen up but hesitated. “You’re not possessed, are you?”

“I’m a telepath,” Jacen spat. “I would know. An insensate like you would not, which is why I told you to get back.”

He all but shoved Seth in front of him, making him go first, and followed him up the stairs to the observatory tower. He slammed the door behind them.

“Fuck,” Jacen said again. Then, to Seth: “Hold still.”

Seth was stunned enough to comply without question. Jacen held his palms an inch from either side of Seth’s face and closed his eyes. He searched the perimeter of Seth’s consciousness, scanning for any trace of a demonic intruder, and did not explain himself to the others until he felt certain all was well. He found nothing.

He rounded on Ogden. “How long has that man been dead?” “Since before dawn,” Ogden replied.

Out the window, the eclipsed sun lay low on the horizon. An involuntary laugh escaped Jacen. With each passing day, he understood less of the world, everything he had taken as truth slipping out of his grasp.

“That’s impossible.”

“Now that we’ve established you were mistaken,” said Ged, “what is it?”

“I have no idea.” Jacen turned to Ogden, who remained pensively silent. “What did you think we would find?”

“A demon,” said Ogden. “I was right.”

The old bastard was lying and not even expending the effort to do it well. At the very least, he’d been omitting critical information. But it occurred to Jacen that Ogden knew Ysira—Seth had offered to walk her back to his clinic after her release from Guard custody. If Ogden and Ysira were friendly, it stood to reason he wouldn’t want to reveal everything in front of Ged. So, Jacen let the matter drop for now.

Ged sat at the stone table, deep in thought with his chin propped against his fist. “If the man is dead, can we split open his skull and dig the demon out?”

Ogden scowled.

“If it doesn’t want to be found, it won’t manifest,” said Jacen. “It will have blended with his brain matter, impossible to identify without extradimensional senses.”

“What if we pulp its brain matter?” Ged mimed the action, knocking his fist against the table. “Set it on fire? Won’t it have to come out to save its own life?”

This time, Ogden answered for Jacen. “That won’t work.”

Ged Semira had not, in his lifetime, encountered many obstacles he couldn’t overcome with brute physical force. He exchanged a look with Seth, the brothers aligned for once in their discomfort.

Seth said, “We can’t burn it, we can’t pulverize it—what, then?” “Only extradimensional energy can kill a demon,” said Jacen. “I’d say we wait for it to weaken and die on its own, but that . . . doesn’t seem to apply for this one. Ordinarily, we would return it to the Church, and the Council would entrust it to the gods. But—” The knot in his stomach tightened.

“That would invite a lot of questions we’re not prepared to answer,” Seth finished for him, with a sigh.

“You need to lock that body inside a box,” Jacen said to Ged. “Seal the cracks. Bury it somewhere deep. Send three people to do the job, and make sure there’s always at least one standing at a distance, just watching. When they’re done, they need to check their equipment, their clothing, every unwashed crevice and orifice on their bodies. Do you understand?”

“Consider it done.” A cloud of emotion swirled around Ged: frustration, determination, and—squirming beneath it all like a shameful secret he was trying to bury—fear. He cleared his throat. “It’s imperative that you search the archives. Find my maps—and find any information on rare demons. Anything at all that could tell us what we’re dealing with.”

Jacen mustered a nod. The prospect of breaking into the Church’s most restricted records made him sick to his stomach, and he hadn’t the faintest idea as to how. But he was in this now. Whatever lay at the end of this road . . . it seemed he was doomed to meet it.

“We have another problem.” Seth pointed down the stairs. “Neither Akkani nor the High Lord would be using a demon to spy on us. This couldn’t be them.”

“Who, then?” Ged asked.

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Ogden murmured. “Who, indeed.”
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YSIRA

Cold steel against Ysira’s throat jolted her back to lucidity. The silver halo of the eclipse flashed against the surface of the blade.

“Stand up,” said Casandra Semira.

Damir strolled up beside his sister. Their two kirikil, burdened with gear and provisions, followed. The twins looked a bit worse for the wear, with cuts and bruises and an ugly gash across Damir’s forehead, but they were alive. And angry.

Ysira had hoped they would go running back to Zivora. She had not anticipated that they would be smart enough to retreat and wait on the off-chance Neri succeeded. She rose slowly, calculating her options.

“All the way,” said Casandra. “Hand over your weapons.”

As the kirikil approached, water sloshed in one of the packs, torturously tantalizing. Ysira’s knees went weak.

“He actually did it.” There was awe on Damir’s face, tinged with fear as he stared at his brother. “He has the demon.”

Neri had not yet regained consciousness. He shivered as though wracked with fever, skin glistening, hair matted with sweat.

Casandra’s voice trembled as she told Ysira, “Get away from him.” “I’m trying to protect him,” Ysira bit out. “This might kill him. Do you understand that?”

Of course they did. They simply didn’t care.

“We’re taking Lurchy,” said Damir. “Step aside or die.”

Rage built in the back of Ysira’s mind like an itch, harder and harder to ignore, compounded by thirst and exhaustion. She wrestled it back, leashed it where it couldn’t interfere. For what she’d done in the canyon, the twins would kill her. Their father wouldn’t have suffered an insult like this.

This could only end one way.

Damir had to go first. He had a long reach, probably forty pounds of muscle on Ysira . . . every advantage. He was ready, too—eyes glinting with bloodthirsty glee for what they both knew was coming.

It remained a sad fact of life that brute strength would win most fights; the one thing that could reliably beat it was the element of surprise. Ysira had long come out on top by being less scrupulous and more decisive than everyone around her, and today would be no different.

She went still. The moment crystallized.

Ysira jerked sideways, out of Casandra’s reach, as she whipped out her glaive. Damir’s gaze dropped to Ysira’s hands. She toed a burst of sand up at his face. He blinked and coughed, off guard for a fraction of a second. She leveled her glaive and buried its blade in his heart.

Surprise registered in his expression. Wait, start over, not fair—she’d seen it dozens of times on scores of faces. Blood dribbled out of his mouth. Pain came next, then mortal terror.

Casandra stood in shock long enough for Ysira to wrench out the blade and thrust it at her. With an anguished cry, Casandra parried. She pivoted and swung at Ysira’s neck.

They clashed back and forth, dangerously close to the canyon’s edge. Casandra rained blow after blow on Ysira’s head with a savagery born of rage and grief. Ysira adjusted her strategy. Gave ground quick enough that Casandra overshot and stumbled. Ysira swept her feet out from under her with the blunt end of her glaive. She flipped it around in her grip and drove the blade down, toward Casandra’s chest—or would have, had the girl not lashed out with a foot and knocked her to the ground.

Ysira landed on her back. Breath slammed out of her lungs. She lost her grip on her glaive. Her head hit nothing but air, hanging over the edge of the cliff. Her stomach lurched. She rolled out of the way just in time to avoid Casandra’s plunging sword—and see her glaive go spinning into the depths.

Casandra’s blade stuck in the earth. It bought Ysira an instant. She tackled Casandra by the waist. Threw all her weight behind it. Both of them now weaponless, Ysira managed to pin Casandra in a tight hold.

The girl shrieked in helpless rage. She tried to bite, but Ysira snaked an arm around her neck, pinning her tighter, locking her jaw.

“I’ll kill you if I have to,” Ysira panted against her ear. “You won’t win this. Your brother gave me no choice, but you don’t have to be that stupid.” Despite herself, her voice wavered. “Please.”

Casandra wrenched free with a yell. She scrambled away, boots slipping in the sand. She faced Ysira in a crouch and ripped a dagger from her belt.

“Walk away,” Ysira said. “Go home. Leave Neri with me.” Casandra stared at her, distraught. “Who are you?” “Please” was all Ysira said, again.

Casandra’s sword arm shook. She looked sideways at her twin’s body and sagged to her knees. “I don’t know what to do,” she babbled. “I can’t— Oh, gods.” The reality of her circumstances seemed to settle in.

Perhaps, next, she would have dropped her sword. Perhaps she would have surrendered. Ysira never found out.

Her passenger spasmed violently. A rustle in the desert brush made both her and Casandra turn, to see a man in a hooded black robe. Where he’d come from, or how long he’d been there, Ysira could not say. And . . . no.

This was not a man. Not exactly.

Even in the twilight, he appeared out of place, as if he belonged somewhere that hadn’t seen sunlight in a thousand years. There was no flush of red blood beneath his larva-pale skin and greyish lips. He was tall and narrow, utterly hairless, with disproportionately long, four-fingered hands and pointed ears. Bony ridges lined his jaw and forehead.

From certain angles, he might pass for human. Then he moved, and Ysira glimpsed something . . . else. Something slithered beneath that papery-white skin, older than the stars and not entirely at home in this universe. He blinked at her. A second set of eyelids moved sideways, meeting in the middle with a click over luminous golden irises and ink-black sclerae.

The god appeared unsurprised to see them, as though someone had warned him they were coming. As though he had been waiting. He fixated on Neri.

Ysira put herself in front of her son. She hated the pitiful timbre of her voice as she rasped, “Stay away from him.”

Casandra was still on her knees, breathing ragged as she whimpered, again, “Oh, gods.”

“Give me the boy.” The god’s manner of speaking was cold and clipped but more human than expected. “I will not ask twice.”

Ysira didn’t move. “What do you want with him?”

“I am Nabatar, Lord of Sickness,” he said. “And I will not explain to an insect.”

Ysira reached for a knife. The god lifted a strange metal device. A sharp black blur shot forward. First came a thud of cold pressure. Next, blinding pain.

A gigantic black thorn impaled her through the torso, pinning her to the rock formation. Had probably ripped through her spine and every organ in her abdominal cavity. Her heart seized in her chest, hammering uselessly. The thorn disintegrated into black mist. She dropped to the ground. Her vision went dark.

Somewhere to her left, Casandra was screaming.

Consciousness flickered—and came surging back. Ysira gasped for air, ineffectually, mouth open wide. She lay paralyzed, helpless as her passenger worked. The Lord of Sickness did not spare her a second glance. He had eyes only for Neri, whose face lay a few feet from Ysira’s own.

Nabatar knelt beside the boy. He did something with his expression that might have been a frown. He reached out—hesitant, as though afraid Neri’s flesh might burn him.

Afraid. The god was afraid.

Ysira twitched the fingers of her right hand, then the whole arm. Agonizingly slow, she managed to move it enough to palm a knife. Pain surged through her body. She struggled not to cry out. But if she hadn’t died yet . . . this would not kill her. This was not the end.

In her peripheral vision, Casandra still screamed, crumpled on the ground and clutching the obliterated stump of her left leg. Nabatar paid her no more mind than he did Ysira. He put a hand to Neri’s thin brown arm and seemed to realize it was safe. Her window was closing.

Ysira levered herself to her knees and hurled her weapon. She did not miss. Nabatar turned, impossibly fast. He caught it by the hilt an inch from his face. But as she leapt to her feet and readied her best steel knife, he stared at her. Stunned speechless.

It lasted long enough for her to lunge. She’d have stabbed him in the heart, but he snatched the blade with his bare hand. Four digits curled around the metal. He seized Ysira by the wrist with that same awful strength, baring his teeth at her. “What’s this?”

Ysira howled in agony as he ground her wrist bones to gravel beneath his fingertips and loosened his grip just enough to feel them reconstitute. He leaned in close and sniffed, inhaling her scent.

“Valak,” he hissed. “Every time I think we’ve killed the last of you . . .” Ysira’s heart pounded in her ears, her thoughts a tangle of incoherent terror. Something itched at the apex of her spine, like the spindly legs of a spider probing for purchase—for a way inside her head.

And then⁠—

Light. A boy’s scream, and a brilliant, blinding red that forced Ysira to shut her eyes. The god released her. Light rippled out from Neri in waves, bringing with it a heat so intense, it made the desert air feel chilled.

Transfixed, Ysira watched her raised fingers redden, bubble, and blister, then heal, then burn again, caught between equal and opposite forces. She barely registered the pain. The energy around Neri surged, red appendages pulsating as though waking from centuries of slumber, atrophied muscles recalling whispers of their old strength.

“Stop,” came the faintest of cries. Neri was on his knees, hugging himself as if trying to pull the energy inward. The world seemed to tilt. The air shimmered and warped. Dust skittered toward the light—and a devouring void at its core. One tendril flashed out, brighter than the sun. Ysira buried her face in her elbow.

The rock trembled. She was certain they were about to die, but then—as suddenly as it had appeared—the light faded. Neri lay on the ground, unscathed but hunched in the fetal position, sobbing. And Casandra . . .

The girl was burned beyond recognition. Clothes and armor fused to her skin, head stuck at an angle as her face melted into her shoulder. Her hair was gone, her scalp a misshapen lump of bloody tissue. She groaned weakly. Still alive, though not for long.

The same could not be said of the god.

Nabatar, Lord of Sickness, had caught the full force of that staggering power, and nothing remained of him but a charred and shattered skeleton. Ysira stared at it, one thought drowning out all others.

It’s real.

There was a god, and Neri had killed it.

Ysira had barely made sense of it when something twitched beside Nabatar’s broken skull. Not quite a spider, not quite a scorpion, and larger than it had any right to be. If Ysira had not already been on her knees, she would have stumbled. Her insides turned watery.

The thing pulled itself across the blood-soaked dirt toward Casandra. Some of its many appendages seemed to be missing, others crisped and curled at its sides, but it moved with an air of single-minded determination. Frozen in wordless horror, Ysira could not look away.

Her passenger stirred again as it perceived the creature. Not in fear, but in recognition. This was a demon—a demon that had lived inside the body of a god.

As it shambled along, it visibly struggled. It was wounded.

With that realization, Ysira moved. She readied her knife in an underhand grip. She drove the blade down—and missed. The thing kept moving. She tried again. Again. Again. It did not retaliate, didn’t even appear to notice her efforts. Dread and revulsion rose like bile in her throat, greater with each failed attempt. She might as well have been trying to stab water, as though this creature were always just beyond her reach, not truly a part of this universe.

Whatever it was—demon, god, or both?—Neri alone could hurt it.

Ysira looked, to find him slumped over. His breath came slow and shallow. Unconscious again. Ysira could do nothing but watch as the creature reached Casandra. It paused before her ruined face. An awful noise escaped her.

Casandra might have tried to say “No.” The word turned to a gurgle as the demon forced itself inside her mouth. Its chitinous body advanced inch by inch.

If Ysira had the wherewithal to act, she’d have driven a blade through Casandra’s heart. She should have ended it. But she did nothing, in her terror, until the demon vanished and—mercifully—the girl lost consciousness.

Ysira shook so badly, it was a wonder she held on to her weapon. At some point, she’d put her arm in front of Neri, as if she might shield

him. She scrambled to her feet and prepared to lift him, carry him far away from this place.

“Ysira.”

At that rattling gasp, Ysira went rigid. She turned, slow with dread. All that remained of Casandra Semira’s left eye was a runny white mess leaking down the pitted, cratered mass of her cheek. But her right eye was open. Alert. It was fixed on Ysira, and the look therein did not belong to Casandra: a chilling, ancient stare, devoid of pain, devoid

of mercy, devoid of any feeling at all.

“You have something of ours,” said the thing that was not Casandra. It spoke with her voice, but with alien cadence and inflections. “We want it back.”

Ysira felt her lips move. Words failed her. She had heard that tone but a moment before—in Nabatar’s body.

“Bring the boy to us,” the thing went on. “Bring him to our Cathedral.

Your gods command it.”

It seemed too ludicrous to be true, and yet. The gods were demons. Or, rather, what Ysira had thought of as gods were mere shells, puppeteered by the very things they professed to despise.

A half-hysterical laugh escaped her. There was power in blasphemy, at least—a wild, reckless rush that gave her the courage to say, “You don’t command me.”

“Our eyes are everywhere,” said Nabatar, tone unchanged. “You will not escape us.”

Ysira knew, then, that she could not bring Neri anywhere near Zivora. With both of Ged’s children dead, besides, the entire City Guard would be hunting her.

One option remained.

Valak, the god had called Ysira. A warrior-priest of the old Zal Empire, possessed by a demon of her own. She could only hope the rebels of the Shrouded City agreed.

Her gaze darted toward the kirikil and their precious cargo. Casandra’s haunted eye tracked the movement. A horrible smile warped the girl’s mouth. It shouldn’t have been possible, but—on damaged muscles, sinew exposed beneath blackened skin—Casandra lurched to her feet. Grasped the hilt of her sword. She slashed the kirikil’s throats, then the sacks full of water. Spilling out onto the rocks in a horrible deluge, it might as well have been Neri’s blood.

“You may run to the stars themselves. It will never be far enough.” The god spoke with Casandra Semira’s dying breath. The girl’s corpse collapsed, utterly spent. “We will find you.”
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JACEN

Jacen was a bottle and a half deep by sunset. He must have drifted off at some point; he came to hunched over his table, face stuck to the rough surface. Nines was tapping him on the shoulder, leaning anxiously over him.

He sat up too fast. She skittered back in alarm.

“Sorry,” said Nines. “I thought I saw a spider crawling on your robe—one of the big ones—and then I wasn’t sure you were⁠—”

“Not now,” Jacen snapped at her. How could he have been so careless, passing out in front of his novitiate? It was something Brother Marez would have done.

With another mumbled apology, Nines shrank back. Jacen rubbed his temples. “Wait.”

She stood there, muscles clenched taut, prepared to bolt at an instant’s notice. Jacen realized, She’s afraid of me.

Afraid, and probably more than a little disgusted. His bottle had rolled away, across the table. He smelled not much better than that corpse he’d tried to exorcise.

“I’m sorry.” He clawed through his foggy memory for context, struggling to recall where Nines must have come from. “You were at . . .”

“The Cathedral,” she supplied.

“Right.” Jacen slapped the table. “Your presentation.”

It was a ritual cleansing, after which a new novitiate was allowed to stand in the presence of a god. Jacen had prepared obsessively for his own, at which he met Zephon, the Lord of Sorrow.

“I know it can be . . . unsettling to meet a god up close,” Jacen said. “Tell me how it went.”

He motioned for Nines to sit, which she did not.

She hesitated. “She seemed like she wanted to be somewhere else. The goddess, I mean. The Lady of Despair.”

Ileth. Jacen had never met her in person. But he understood what Nines meant. Zephon had struck him as both remarkably ordinary and unthinkably alien, something that played at being human, wearing skin like Jacen wore his robes. After a lackluster conversation, the god had shooed Jacen on his way with all the ceremony of a dockside clerk passing out equipment.

Jacen had come away feeling cheated. It should have been an encounter that made him fall to his knees and weep, cementing his faith for the rest of his life, but instead, he’d been disturbed. Like he’d lifted up a rock and seen the crawling things beneath.

But Jacen would not burden Nines with that, so he said what was expected of him: “The gods’ time is valuable. And . . . we can’t lose sight of our purpose. We help the gods wage a war against demons and preserve peace for our people. There is no greater calling.”

Following his earliest moments of doubt, Jacen had written those words on a scrap of parchment and carried it around in his robes until it disintegrated. He often felt the ink on that faded scrap had sunk into his body, his bones, his very being. He had lived in terror—though for years, that terror had simmered quietly in the darkest depths of his soul—of the day those words, his calling, would no longer be enough to sustain his faith.

Was it enough for Nines? Did those words mean anything at all to her—this girl who’d demonstrated no desire to become a priest?

Jacen could not say.

Then Nines blurted, “Who is Elyas?”

Jacen’s mouth went dry as bone. “Who told you that name?” “Mother Akkani.” She shuffled her feet. “She didn’t tell me. I just overheard.”

She refused to be specific. Probably for the best. After a time, Jacen made himself say, “He was my first student.”

Nines picked at her sleeve. “What happened to him?”

Jacen had never told this story aloud. After some consideration, he settled on a condensed version. Swift and brutally efficient, like resetting a broken bone. “He let a demon possess him, to gain its power. He was . . . part of a movement.”

Her eyes grew wide, fearful. She whispered, “Against the Church?” “They followed the old Zal religion,” said Jacen. “Elyas tried to convince me to do as he did and join them.”

Even if it hadn’t been blasphemy, it was folly. The ancient ritual of the demon priests, the valak, demanded that one cross the boundary between universes in the hopes the Source would deem them worthy of a demonic passenger. It had created as many abominations—and dead aspirants—as it had valak.

“You told the Council?” Nines’ tone struck Jacen as very carefully neutral.

He gave a short, single nod. He had not seriously believed the Church would kill Elyas. Punish him, yes; exorcise him, obviously, but . . . Jacen had been too certain of his own standing, too confident in the justice of his faith. He’d underestimated the severity of his student’s transgression.

He didn’t bother trying to defend his actions to Nines. “I have a great many regrets about what happened.”

“I would never do anything like that,” she said. “I swear.” Oh, gods. She thought he was threatening her.

“No. No. I don’t think you would. Nines”—it was better than Ninety-Nine, but Jacen still suddenly hated the way the nickname sounded—“you have nothing to fear from me. And you can ask me anything.”

But Nines seemed guarded, uncomfortable, and who could blame her? She could not hide her relief when Jacen dismissed her.

Though his first instinct was shame, he was not sober enough to let it engulf him, and he knew how to keep that from happening. He had not allowed himself to be alone with his emotions, absent the numbing blur of intoxication, in close to five years. He was not about to start tonight.

The room spun when he stood. He stumbled to his liquor cabinet, dug out another bottle, and decided walking back to his seat wasn’t worth the effort. He sat on the filthy floor, rolling grains of sand between his fingers as he stared out the window and drank until Oe shone outside, until he was back to that point of blissful numbness.

Nines did not reemerge. Jacen prayed she had gone to sleep, that she wasn’t wide awake and feeling sick about the state in which she’d found him.

Gods knew Jacen had spent enough nights in such a way. He’d had to put Brother Marez to bed sometimes. He’d had to clean up his vomit, talk him down from raving tantrums, distract him so he’d stop pawing at the young girls in his congregation . . . For a twelve-year-old novitiate who’d hoped to see Marez as a father, it had been painful in a way Jacen still could not articulate. His master had grown sloppier, angrier, and crueler, until Jacen was finally ordained and swore he’d never treat a novitiate that way.

Marez died a year later of a ruptured esophagus. Soon after, the Church had trusted Jacen with Elyas. And now . . .

At first, Jacen had drunk to fall asleep, to keep the nightmares at bay, but that hadn’t lasted long. He suspected he’d been born without the capacity for moderation in anything. Love, hate, anger, passion, shame . . . every sensation burned a path through him, leaving deep, bloody furrows in his mind. What could he do but try to drown it? Fellow priests sensed his altered consciousness but never said anything so long as he did his job. He was not the first. He would not be the last. Brother Marez’s drawn, yellowed face remained burned into Jacen’s memory, echoing the words, A god is judgment. A god decides the fate of the world. They are gods because no power can stand against them.

The gods were meant to embody deliverance from suffering, but there was no shortage of pain in Zivora. Fear and sorrow hung over the city like a shroud each Harvest season. The people paid tribute to the Six not because of what they could give but because of what more they might take.

For years, Jacen had clung to the Church’s promises because he could not confront the possibility that nothing else existed. But coupled with the ever-shrinking ground of certainty beneath his feet, every new lie and unknown he uncovered . . . not enough remained. He could no longer sustain the lie. If what he searched for did exist—not only power worthy of worship but also hope worth fighting for—the Church of the Black Sun had never found it.

He reached for the bottle again.

The notion eventually entered Jacen’s head that he ought to visit Ogden’s clinic. The possessed man had been searching for something there, but Ogden had never said what. He had not disclosed everything he knew to Ged. Besides, if Ysira or Neri had been injured in the canyon, they might have gone to the clinic first.

The plan was tenuous at best, but the waiting was no longer tolerable. Going in the dead of night was also, obviously, the smartest course of action. It was brilliant. Jacen was brilliant. He crept through the dusty alleyways to the back of the two-story clinic and picked the lock.

He’d learned this from Hesaya when they were acolytes together, though he never managed to replicate her skill. The second time he’d been caught, he’d had two of his back teeth pulled out with pliers as punishment. “Next time, I’ll start from the front,” the old priest had said. “Then you won’t be quite so pretty, will you?”

With a savage stab of vindication, Jacen slipped inside.

Ogden’s clinic lay quiet, deserted at this hour. It was clean enough to trigger a certain resentment in Jacen—no sand, no clutter, not one tool or rag or sinister-looking jar out of place. He did not spot a single insect, which in the Knots was a staggering feat. Several cots, separated by curtains, sat in an orderly row. Jacen cast his psychic net wide, performing a head count of everyone in the building. Four bedbound patients slept upstairs. An exhausted healer’s apprentice dozed nearby, not alert enough to hear Jacen’s entry. Beneath the floor, though . . .

Jacen stopped in his tracks and nearly fell over. He caught himself on a shelf with a thud. Too loud. He winced, but nothing stirred.

There was a consciousness below, unlike anything he’d ever sensed.

It took some time to find the door to the basement, hidden behind a wooden panel beneath the stairs. Had Jacen not been convinced of the presence beyond, he might have given up. He fumbled with the lock and followed a short flight of stone steps to another door. The presence grew clearer, and stranger still. Jacen probed closer than his scruples would typically allow, close enough to hear the being’s thoughts. They were not in a language he recognized—not Standard, nor Zal, nor any of the myriad tongues spoken throughout the Church’s dominion.

Jacen pushed the door open. It was heavy enough to give him trouble, as though lined with metal, and beyond it lay . . . He blinked in confusion. There was another door, just a few feet away.

He tried to open it and found it locked. He forced it. Nothing. Then the first door swung shut with a click, and something came loose. The second door opened. Jacen pitched headlong into the space beyond. His knee banged against the floor as he fell.

He struggled to his feet, swearing, shielding his eyes as bright light engulfed him. When his vision cleared, he almost lost his balance again.

This room was all silver and white, somehow even cleaner than upstairs, full of tools and materials for which Jacen had no name. A scent on the air, unsettlingly close to clear liquor, burned his nose.

He rubbed his eyes as if this might clarify matters or dispel some hallucination. It occurred to him that he was very, very drunk.

“Can I help you?” said someone to his left. There was that presence he’d sensed. It spoke Standard, albeit with an unfamiliar accent.

Jacen turned. Ice-cold adrenaline speared his chest, setting his heart at a gallop.

A god stood before him.

Other than his pointed ears and four-fingered hands, though, he did not remotely resemble any of the Six. The gods Jacen knew looked like stunning, inhuman sculptures with iron-gated minds and overwhelming presences. This being was shielding his mind, but not well, not like a telepath could. The taint of the Source pulsed through him in a current as discernible as in any human. His eyes were human too—blue-grey in white sclerae. He was much shorter than Jacen, perhaps in his fifties or sixties, with receding grey hair, a paunchy middle, and deep furrows between his ridged, hairless brows.

“What are you doing here?” asked the thing that was not quite a god. He was frozen in place, staring at Jacen, and for a fleeting second he might have even looked afraid. Then he seemed to collect himself. “Did Ogden send you?” A pause. “Are you well?”

Jacen was not, in fact, well. He had to be hallucinating. His brain must have finally broken after the years of abuse he’d put it through.

He stumbled sideways, knocking over something that shattered on the floor. Distantly, he noticed he’d cut himself. He slurred out an inane excuse about business at the Citadel. He half-ran, half-tripped back up the stairs, out of the clinic, back into the street.

After that, he remembered nothing.
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YSIRA

Below the Scar, there lay a system of caves that sprawled across thousands of square miles. It reached north to the forested foothills of Lun and south to where the river surged aboveground and emptied into the sea, by the ruined coastal cities of Zal Kos and Zal Yss. From its shadow world far beneath Zivora, the deepriver Esh supplied the city with its water, as it had those of the canyon. Esh had many tributaries, but only a suicidal captain would steer their boat away from the main artery.

Ysira could not afford caution, so she chose the deepriver. First for water, second because, if one knew where to look, its currents led to the Shrouded City. Ysira had never been the sort to kneel and pray, but the faithful were predictable where the object of their worship was concerned. The cultists of the Shrouded City would protect Neri—or, at least, the thing inside him—with their very lives.

From Zal Fel, Ysira carried Neri past the tunneled habitats of giant spiders. She took care not to step on their sticky, glittering webs as they rustled in the shadows. But like the Osuun, they avoided her—avoided Neri—as though driven by some instinct deeper and more ancient than hunger.

She reached an open gullet to the world below. Swallows dove in and out of nests along the red cliffs. A swarm of bats boiled up out of the sucking blackness. Ysira waited for them to clear before venturing down the steep path, into the rising odor of something wet and dark and unfathomably old. She followed the telkaan vines to the source from which they drank. Their gnarled, twisting bodies grew massive down there, thorns long enough to impale a man.

Ysira set Neri down to light a torch before the descent. The Zal held this place sacred—a darkness so complete, even their eyes could not penetrate it. The abyssal black was like a living organism, vast and devouring, barely kept at bay by her tiny puddle of flickering orange light.

Water on the surface was precious, but underground it became a more sinister entity. There, a drop would fall on the nape of Ysira’s neck and send a flood of cold down her spine. She would shine her light over something that could have been a shallow reflective pool as easily as some greater void below, the arched and asymmetrical cave formations warping her sense of up and down. She kicked pebbles before she stepped, watching for the ripples.

She passed the point where she collected mold for Ogden, then delved deeper still to where the river bubbled out of the rocks and diverted to a gentle whirlpool. She checked the water for telkaan roots. This would be a poor time and place for a hallucinogenic trip. When she found it clear, she laid Neri carefully on the bank and set to work on a campfire. The smoke had far enough to travel that it wouldn’t suffocate them, mingling with the frozen showers of stalactites overhead.

When Neri awoke, he crawled toward the pool and fell upon it like an animal. He shoved his face in the water, gulping it down until Ysira pulled him back and cautioned him to pace himself. His chest rose and fell rapidly as he struggled to breathe deep. Dark bruises bloomed over his sternum from Ysira’s compressions.

Her gaze snagged on a tear in his tunic, probably scraped against a rock wall somewhere. Reaching on reflex for her lost medicinal kit, she lifted his sleeve and froze. The abrasion leaked black blood, its color evident in the firelight—dark as the night sky. His eyes, wide with fear but still that brilliant, alien red, met hers.

“What’s happening to me?” he whispered. When Ysira had no answer he said, “I killed Casandra. Didn’t I?”

Ysira hesitated. “It wasn’t your fault.” “And you killed Damir.”

She nodded once.

Neri’s shoulders hunched. He stared into the fire, shadows dancing across his haunted expression. “My brother and sister are both dead.” He processed the words. Making them a part of his new reality. His eyes were brighter than the flames and shone with the threat of tears, but whatever he felt was more complicated than grief.

“They weren’t kind to you,” Ysira said quietly. “Were they?”

“I think Damir hated me. He wasn’t so bad before, but since Lilaya died . . .” Neri took a breath. “Casandra was nice to me. When he wasn’t looking. What—” His voice went watery, and he had to start over. “What’s Father going to do?”

“I don’t know.” What else was there to say?

“I couldn’t control it. I didn’t realize it would be like—like that.” A shudder wracked Neri’s body. “I can feel it inside me. Am I the demon now? Is it controlling me? I’ve heard the priests talk; they say⁠—”

“The Church tells you about the demon priests, yes? Trading their own free will in pursuit of power, condemning themselves to eternal torment?” Ysira scoffed. “Demon is just a word. You’ve been taught to fear it, because power that doesn’t belong to Zivora’s gods makes the Church afraid. These creatures should be treated with caution, but . . .” She pressed her lips together. “But we’re past that now. I don’t know everything, and I can’t explain the side effects, but you are still you.”

“Are you sure?” Neri asked, almost pleading.

In truth, Ysira was not. After all she’d seen, she knew so much less than she had thought. But the fear in Neri was so vivid and painful, she could do nothing but offer him whatever reassurance she had.

“I’ve had my demon longer than you’ve been alive,” she told him. “I’m still me.”

“Yours heals you.” Neri’s hand flew to the abrasion on his arm. “Why doesn’t mine do that?”

She shrugged. “No two demons are alike.”

“Can you hear yours?” Neri asked. “Does it say anything to you?” “It might,” Ysira admitted. “I’m not a telepath, so there’s . . . a bit of a language barrier.”

Neri looked at the ground, disappointed. In this regard, their circumstances differed. Even if they hadn’t, Ysira had never witnessed anything like Neri’s demon. She remained unconvinced he didn’t urgently need an exorcism. But now was not the best time to discuss that, so she evaded the subject.

“Some demons take over human minds,” she said. “But not mine.

Not yours. Trust me, you and I would both have noticed.” Whether or not Neri believed her, Ysira couldn’t guess.

“I can hear it,” he said. “Every time I fall asleep, it’s there. That red thing, still calling to me, but from inside.”

A chill crept down Ysira’s spine. “What does it say?”

“It’s hard to understand. It has . . . so many voices.” Mortification—and horror—dawned on Neri’s face. “It’s because I’m such a weak telepath, isn’t it? What if I needed to be stronger to control it or make any sense of it?” He was starting to wheeze again. He clutched his shirt as though he thought he might tear it off and, with it, his own skin. “I think I made a mistake. I made a mistake. Oh, gods.”

“Neri!” Ysira reached toward him, thought better of it, and wrung her hands in her lap. “Slow down. I’m taking you to the Shrouded City. We’ll have answers there, I promise.”

It took him a moment to calm down and catch his breath. But that wild look remained. He demanded, “How do you know all this?”

“My friend Elyas,” said Ysira. “I was given my demon . . .” She paused, as less-pleasant memories engulfed her. “When I was Harvested.”

Neri’s eyes went wide.

“I was in training to be a knight, same as Seth, but after graduation . . . I can’t remember. I was gone for four cycles, and this”—she showed him her left hand, its little finger severed at the second joint, and the jagged scar across her throat—“these wounds are the only evidence. I think whoever put the demon in me tried to test it. It didn’t produce the results they wanted, so I was left for dead.”

She’d regained consciousness in a mass grave somewhere along the deepriver. She remembered crawling out of a pile of bones and rotted viscera, some corpses identifiably human, others unrecognizably deformed. The necrotic stench of the place had lingered in her nostrils for months. Starved and delirious, she’d pulled herself out, through the tunnels and muck in a monochrome world of total darkness. Nothing but the dead around turn after turn; nothing but fetid water, worms, and dead flesh to sustain herself. Her demon—still learning, still doing a messy job—must have been all that kept her alive.

It had kept Neri alive, too. By the time Ysira found a familiar branch of Esh and heard the rumble of the great machines that powered Zivora’s infrastructure, she’d felt him moving inside her. She shuddered at the memory.

Neri was watching her too closely now, so she cleared her throat and said, “I went looking for answers. Elyas told me about the Shrouded City and the people there who still follow the Zal religion. He was like me—he had a demon too.”

Elyas’s demon, acquired through a sacred ritual to which Ysira was not privy, had granted him superhuman strength. She’d once seen him knock down a stone wall with a single punch. He had thought a lot of himself, claiming the honorific Var like the valak of old. Var Teneb—he’d chosen the name out of a forbidden history book. Ysira had thought it audacious of him, but a larger part of her envied his confidence.

“But you didn’t go with him,” Neri asserted. “What happened?” “The same thing that always happens,” Ysira said with a sigh. “The Church caught him.”

Ysira had long since learned to turn a blind eye to Zivora’s grim reality so long as she carved out a decent enough life for herself and the people she owed. She had insisted there was no shame in what she’d chosen, because it had been no choice at all. She was destined to live out her days in hiding from the Church lest they capture her and devise ways to punish her—for whatever unspeakable eternity she could endure. She had convinced herself she’d lost her chance at anything greater.

Hadn’t she?

She was so much stronger than she’d had any reason to believe.

And Neri . . .

He could change everything. This boy might become the epicenter of a conflict that could break—and remake—their entire world.

It did not seem just, nor particularly wise, to put the future of millions in the hands of a child. But how could anyone condemn them for his sake?

After a long silence, Neri asked, “What do you think I should do?” Ysira swallowed hard. “I want you to be safe.”

Was that the most selfish thing she’d ever said? The deluge of overlapping, contradicting considerations made her head spin. There were so many unknowns. But she knew one thing above all else, so much that she said it aloud:

“I don’t trust any plan of Ged’s.” She shook her head. “If you want this demon out, there are exorcists in the Shrouded City. If they won’t help, we’ll find Jacen.”

Neri frowned. “That priest who’s drunk all the time?” Ysira winced. “He’s better than he seems.”

As knight candidates, Ysira and her classmates had all been made aware of Jacen’s abilities. A Sixth Tier telepath had little need for a sword. Only Seth was ever bold—or stupid—enough to provoke him. Ysira’s lips twitched at the memories.

Whether any exorcist she’d ever heard of could stand up to this sort of demon remained to be seen. But if such an exorcist existed, it would be Jacen Kheris.

“Did you know my father, too?” Neri asked. She’d said too much. “We’ve met.”

“I don’t trust him, either.” Neri’s voice was very small. “I feel so stupid.”

“You’re not stupid,” said Ysira. He was eleven. She clenched her fists, nails biting into her palms, glaring into the fire until it dried out her eyes. If she ever saw Ged again, she swore to herself she would kill him.

Then Neri blurted, “Is Uncle Seth my real father?”

Ysira looked up at him. He pressed, “Is that why he sent you? Because he—because he’s the one who actually—” He couldn’t finish. It made Ysira’s heart clench.

She shook her head several times. “No.” She finally said it: “I’m so sorry.”

The tears fell. Neri wiped them away, ashamed, but a sob escaped him, and he gave up. He hugged his shoulders, eyes squeezed shut as his body quaked and his breath came in gasps and wheezes. Ysira sat frozen, telling herself she was giving him space. She’d known what to do when the Osuun attacked and even when his heart stopped. But not now. Not for this.

For the briefest of moments, she considered telling him the truth of her identity. But she would not impose that on him, not now and maybe not ever.

Did she make this choice for his benefit or her own? Did he deserve to know? Or was he still, after all these years, better off without her?

Ysira let Neri cry himself to sleep, then took off her outer robe and folded it into a pillow. She lifted his head to slip it underneath, careful not to wake him.

As the fire burned down to embers, Ysira sat in near-total darkness, unable to sleep. Beyond the drip of water in the cave, delicate as the patter of strange footsteps, a new sound echoed from the depths.

No, not quite a sound. And maybe it had been there all along, but she had finally been still long enough to hear it. It wasn’t the red thing—probably not. She assumed that had gone silent after it crawled inside Neri. But it tugged at the periphery of her senses in a similar way, as compelling as gravity.

Her passenger writhed around her brainstem, agitated. It grew to a point where she couldn’t stand it. She jolted to her feet, pulse pounding, hand clamped around the base of her skull.

“We’ll go look,” she muttered. “If only to shut you up.”

She pulled a skein of tough cactus-fiber thread from her belt and anchored it around a boulder on the riverbank. She readied a new torch but hesitated over Neri’s sleeping form. The creatures of the canyon avoided him. He should be safe there. Besides, she needed to ensure whatever she sensed did not pose them a greater danger.

Ysira’s passenger guided her along the river, like an insistent kirikil yanking at the reins. She unspooled her skein as she went, marking rocks when she ran out.

It did not often occur to her to be claustrophobic, but she’d also rarely ventured so deep. How many tons of rock lay overhead, held up by—what, even? She didn’t trust it. Where the way grew narrow, the cave seemed to taunt her, molding itself just large enough for her to pass. The inky blackness pressed up against every nook and curve of her, a hungry thing threatening to dissolve and digest.

Ysira reached a series of switchbacks, only to realize they were stairs—unthinkably ancient, hewn out of the rock, leading down to a looming triangular door. She could not read the jedaat glyphs on its façade. So deep under Zal Fel, though, this could only be the holiest of temples, which must exist in total darkness.

Light glimmered beyond the door.

She snuffed out her torch. The very fact that she’d brought it so near there bordered on sacrilege. And this light—even to Ysira, who cared little for tradition—this was obscenity. The closer she moved, the brighter it grew, throwing the red stone walls into garish relief.

She was so fixated on it, she forgot to watch her step. She stumbled over a cable.

A cable? Ysira squinted down at the thick coil of unfamiliar material. It reminded her of the mechanisms supporting the dock elevators in Zivora. Slow and cautious, she palmed a knife and pressed forward.

She came upon a vast circular space illuminated by cylindrical apparatuses arrayed between titanic columns. Those cables were threaded throughout it all, connected to larger, stranger pieces of machinery that she could not begin to identify.

In the center of the space was a hole in reality.

Trying to focus on it made Ysira’s head hurt. A space where the air became liquid, colors blurring together and shimmering like oil. Raw energy—there was no other way to describe it—pulsed off it in waves. Her skin prickled, electrified, and her bones vibrated.

This was the sound she had heard—or, rather, that her passenger had heard. Almost without realizing it, she’d wandered very close. The demon squirmed, bizarrely, as though satisfied.

She’d heard tell of such things but never imagined she would see one for herself: a Gate.

On instinct, she reached out a hand to the beckoning void. She had the sense of leaning over a precipice into a liquid darkness, into a dimension where thought and physical form were one and the same. The Source. This far realm of stardust and shadows, where demons dwelled. Some slumbered, some sang, others hungrily beckoned. Time ceased to exist. All of creation lay at her fingertips and she could reach out, touch it, become it⁠—

Her passenger seemed to grow much larger. As her constituent parts began to drift, her essence unraveling, her demon’s form changed and spread. It flowed through the space between her flesh, blood, and bones. It was as if she inhabited it and not the other way around. In the Source, it was home. There, it would protect her and keep her whole.

Ysira stepped back, heart pounding. Reality slipped sluggishly back into focus.

“Stop right there!”

A man’s voice, strangely distorted. Ysira whirled, shielded her eyes from the light. Someone was running toward her, but their footsteps faltered. Another voice joined the first, shouting. Angry with each other or with her? Or—was that fear?

Two of them approached. They wore big, blocky suits of armor and helmets that obscured their features. They moved cautiously, staying close to the enormous lights, as though they could not see in the dark at all.

There was something familiar about them, less a conscious memory than an instinct, buried in Ysira like a splinter. These people did not belong. Less, even, than the Osuun who painted the ruins in blood. They did not belong in this temple, nor in this canyon, nor anywhere near her.

Run, Ysira’s intuition screamed, but one of the strangers pointed something at her. Another device she didn’t recognize.

A dense ball of electricity hit her in the chest. With a cry, more stunned than pained, she sank to one knee. She dropped her weapon and skein of thread. Her passenger spasmed. The sensation faded.

She tried to stand and it hit her twice more, two jolts to the heart in quick succession. Between the light, her passenger’s odd behavior, and the hole in the universe, she was too disoriented to make sense of it. Her vision blurred.

“Don’t move!”

Something struck her in the back, hard enough to knock her over. Her jaw cracked against the stone. She thought, half-lucid, mind spiraling wildly, No please no not again⁠—

“Take her upstairs,” someone said. “Call a transport to the station.

They’re going to want to hear about this.”

This time, they hit her in the head. The world went black.
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JACEN

Jacen woke with a pounding headache, a rancid taste in his mouth, and a lingering sense of shame. That was not unusual, but he was also surrounded by unfamiliar smells, lying on a very clean cot, and⁠—

Oh, no.

He tried to sit up, but a surge of nausea stopped him. Someone handed him a bucket. He vomited into it. When he looked up, wiping away sick, the first thing he saw was Seth Semira’s concerned face. He threw up again.

Most of the time, he was smart enough to do this at home. At home, he could wake up and go expeditiously back to the bottle. Here . . . his head felt stuffed full of wool, every thought was like trying to shift a load of rocks, but he had the overwhelming sense that here was the worst possible place for him to be.

“Where am I?” he croaked.

Seth withdrew the bucket. “Ogden’s clinic.”

Jacen could not recall what was so bad about this, only that it was very bad indeed. He hauled himself to a sitting position and winced when he put weight on his right hand, which was wrapped in clean white bandages.

“Your novitiate found you,” Seth explained. “She said you came back late, ranting about things that didn’t make sense. You also said my name. She didn’t know who else to call, so she sent me a message by pigeon.”

“What happened to you?” Jacen touched his face to indicate the bruises decorating Seth’s, and the smear of dried blood under his nose.

Seth scrubbed at it with a grimace. “I came by your chapel to make sure you were alive. And then I took a fall, because it was dark, and you don’t pick up after yourself.” He brushed off Jacen’s concern. “I’m fine. Your novitiate also said you mentioned this place, and Ogden’s good at what he does. He’s helped people like you.”

Jacen knew the sort. Drunks and thorn eaters, the most pitiable people in a pitiable city. People like me. Jacen massaged his forehead as though it might dispel his headache.

“I have no idea what Nines said to you, but I’m not here for—for treatment. I have to get out of here.”

“I didn’t realize,” Seth said quietly, “that it had gotten this bad.”

Where was the door? Jacen tried to stand again, but another wave of nausea overtook him.

“I don’t want to lose you.” Real pain showed in the faint lines around Seth’s eyes and the set of his mouth. “And you can confide in me. If I ever said anything to make you think you couldn’t, I’m sorry.”

The thought of that was simply unbearable. In fact, everything was unbearable. A terrible heat rose in Jacen’s chest, constricting his heart, making it hard to breathe. He wanted to be anywhere but there. Anywhere but inside his own skin. He swayed on the cot.

“Jace!” Seth caught him, alarmed, warm hands against his ribs and back. Seth’s fingers brushed over his knobby spine, clenched in the robes that hung too large on Jacen’s frame. “You can’t go on like this. You need help.”

“What makes you think I want your help?” Jacen’s pulse thudded in his ears. It was all too much, far too much. “I couldn’t be bothered to speak to you for the last three years.”

Seth watched him with some awful mixture of pity and frustration. “I can’t imagine learning what you’ve learned. I know I’ve said many things about your faith over the years, but I have never wished that part of you gone.”

Gone.

To hear it out loud, to be forced to admit it . . . Jacen felt the loss of his faith like pain in a phantom limb, an agony with no cure.

And from Seth, he sensed no vindication. No smugness. Nothing of the sort from the man Jacen had spent so many late nights debating about faith. Odd as it might seem to anyone on the outside, this had been a foundation of their friendship. Seth’s ability—his willingness—to test and challenge Jacen was rare, and Jacen held it priceless. Forbidden as he was to say the words, let alone act on them, he had fallen in love with it.

To find it absent today was what broke him.

He could not stand for anyone to see him like this, let alone Seth. He needed him out. And so, he said something he knew he would regret.

“You’re right. You can’t fathom what I’m going through. You’ve never believed in anything, never had to risk anything. Your brother is right—you should be glad someone has the courage to do what you won’t.”

Finally, finally, Seth recoiled. “You know as well as I do that Ged only cares about his own⁠—”

“I’m not talking about Ged,” Jacen said. “I’m talking about Neri.” Seth stared at him. “Have you lost your mind?”

“Maybe!” Jacen burst out. “But what’s the alternative? You couldn’t possibly know; you don’t see it all up close like I have to—” His voice broke.

“You are talking about sacrificing a child,” Seth said through gritted teeth. “And unleashing forces none of us understand.”

“What makes Neri more valuable than every other child taken by the Harvest?” Jacen demanded. Now that he’d started, he could not stop. “There’s no path forward in which we don’t make compromises. We’ve all been complicit. Would you have Neri do the same, or become a victim of the Harvest because of what we both know he is? You said so yourself—that is the alternative.”

“No. Of course not. I—I don’t know.” Seth’s shoulders slumped. He looked like he’d been struck. But he said no more, because the clinic’s proprietor pulled the curtain aside.

Seth stood. He hesitated a moment, bereft.

“I was just leaving,” he said to Ogden, and promptly did so. It did not make Jacen feel any better.

Ogden faced Jacen, arms crossed, waiting for him to speak. But why . . .

Jacen’s stomach turned over as he finally remembered what he’d seen in the basement.

“I should go, too.” He rose, but Ogden grasped him by the shoulder and pushed him back down. The old man had a grip like steel.

“That was impressive,” he said. “Truly. I’ve seen denial and displacement, but that was remarkably committed.” He took a cup from the table beside the cot and offered it to Jacen. “Drink this.”

Jacen wrinkled his nose at the thick yellow liquid. “What is it?” Ogden refused to explain beyond “Medicine.”

Jacen didn’t take it.

Ogden sighed. “It is not in my best interests, nor that of my patients, to draw attention to myself by poisoning a Priest of the Black Sun.”

Jacen gathered his faculties enough to assess the words for truth. He found it. He drained the cup with a grimace, then looked down. “These aren’t my clothes.”

“You pissed yourself,” Ogden explained, and Jacen nearly perished on the spot. “Semira has a point. If you want to live, this is not the way to go about it.”

“I had a bad night.”

“I’ve heard that one before.” Ogden took the seat Seth had occupied and folded his gloved hands. “Your gifts might help you remain remarkably functional, but they won’t save you when your body has had enough.”

Unwilling to respond, Jacen changed the subject. “Are we going to talk about your basement?”

“Are we going to talk about why you broke into my home?” “We’ve established that I was drunk off my ass.”

Ogden eyed him levelly until Jacen decided he was too exhausted and irritated to bother with anything but the truth. “I went looking for Ysira. You know each other, don’t you? Where is she?”

“If I knew,” said Ogden, “would it be wise of me to tell you?”

“Fine,” Jacen snapped. “I suppose I don’t care, considering you’re keeping a—a—” He couldn’t call it a god. “Some sort of mutant in your basement.”

“You were hallucinating when your novitiate found you. You never got into my basement.”

Jacen raised his bandaged hand. “You and I both know what I saw.”

“Do we?” Ogden lifted his bushy eyebrows. “You’re not even sure you believe that.”

“I’m sure you’re hiding things. How did you get involved with Ged? What aren’t you telling him? What did you think we’d find in that body I tried to exorcise? I want the truth.”

“The truth,” Ogden repeated, infuriatingly calm. “Why should I trust you with it when you can’t even confront the truth about yourself?”

Hot, poisonous anger flared through Jacen, fueled by his pounding headache and a potent undercurrent of shame. “I could just take it out of your head.”

To prove his point, he pushed at the edges of Ogden’s consciousness. He encountered an iron weave in the healer’s mind, held together by a frigid, spiteful determination—and then, awareness. Resistance followed like a flood in a slot canyon, forcing him out.

“You’re—” Jacen couldn’t finish, overcome by shock. A telepath.

Third Tier, at least.

“Arrogant,” the old man sighed. “Do not try that again.”

Jacen was disgusted with himself. To forcibly invade someone’s mind . . . Who was he becoming? Next time he faced himself in the mirror, would he see Brother Marez, complete with rotten teeth and yellowed skin?

Ogden studied him for a moment. Then he said, not unkindly, “I’ve been where you are. Many, many years ago. The Church likes to pretend you’re the only one, but you’re not. Did you know forty percent of telepaths in Zivora are addicts of some sort? Alcohol, telkaan root, food, sex, adrenaline . . . It’s as endemic to your order as corruption.”

Jacen was not inclined to stay for a lecture. He started to stand, but the healer said, “I would like to trust you.” He paused. “Convince me you can be trusted.”

“I attempted your exorcism. I agreed to break into the archives.

What else do you want from me?”

“There is,” said Ogden, “the matter of your personal history.” “Right.” Jacen blew out a breath. “Your contacts.” He was tired enough of this that he put the question directly to Ogden: “You mean the demon priests, don’t you?”

Who else would be so interested in the demon of the canyon and willing to participate in a coup against the High Lord? Who else but Elyas’s people—that last gasp of rebellion Jacen had betrayed?

Ogden said nothing.

Jacen frowned at him. “Surely, you’re not a believer.”

Ogden chuckled. “I’m Dalish. I was raised far from the Zal and their religion. But Alendal is not immune to the suffering the Black Sun brings, and I have a vested interest in ending it. I have long suspected that if this being in the canyon can be found, we stand a chance. As for whether you might be useful too . . . I’m reserving judgment.”

No one could say that wasn’t fair.

Jacen asked, “Are you going to let me leave?”

Ogden met his gaze, unflinching, unimpressed. Then his demeanor shifted, and he was merely a healer again. He produced another small bottle and handed it to Jacen. “Agave liquor, in case you’ve run out. It’ll stop the withdrawal symptoms, if you’re not ready to go through that. I won’t lie to you—you may not survive it.”

Jacen seized the bottle, hauled himself to his feet, and stalked toward the door. He stopped. Before he could think better of it, he asked, “What’s it like in Alendal?”

The faintest of mists settled over Ogden’s eyes. “That’s not our name for it. To me, it’s Tirilae.” The word was foreign to Jacen’s ears, and Ogden’s accent deepened when he said it. “It’s cooler there. The hills are so green, they almost glow. The grass is always wet in the mornings, and you can smell the rain on the air.”

“I remember the smell of pine needles,” Jacen said, half to himself. “And snow. Most of my memories are of snow.”

Ogden narrowed his eyes. “The Church told you you’re Dalish?” Jacen turned back to face him. “They did.”

“There are no pines in Alendal. And in the fifteen years I lived there, I saw snow twice—long before you would’ve been born.”

Jacen was suddenly unsteady again.

“You’re not Dalish,” Ogden said with a sigh. “You might blend in better there, with your coloring.” He gestured, indicating Jacen’s pale skin and white-blond hair. “But . . . no. You remember a place that doesn’t exist.” He muttered to himself, “Sloppy work.”

Memory erasure was an imperfect science. Jacen had always known this. It had never occurred to him that his memories might have been added to—that even what details he did recall might be fabricated.

“You want the truth?” said Ogden. “The real truth, from the very beginning?” He tapped his gloved forearm, the spot where every citizen of Zivora had their consecration scar. “Start here. And remember, they’re always watching.”

With those words, an image flooded Jacen’s mind, flung from Ogden’s with stark clarity. Then the healer ushered Jacen out the door and shut it in his face.

Hours later, Jacen was drunk again.

He hadn’t intended for it to go this way. He had also intended to apologize to Nines as soon as he arrived back at the chapel. Instead, he found himself pretending he didn’t remember a thing about last night. He sent her off to run some nonsense errand with a flexible deadline, and by evening, she had yet to return.

There was still no word from Ysira. Or Seth.

Jacen lasted all of a few hours before he couldn’t bear it. When his pulse had slowed, his shaking steadied, and his mind calmed, he examined his consecration scar. His thoughts circled back to the image Ogden had projected at him: a shallow incision in someone’s forearm, a two-pronged metal instrument digging in and pulling out . . . something.

No doubt the old bastard was manipulating him, but neither could Jacen stand to leave this alone.

He did not own precise surgical tools—only a knife. He finished Ogden’s bottle, opened another, and rolled up his right sleeve. He balanced the tip of his dagger over the faint white line of his scar, just beneath his bandage. He gritted his teeth.

He had to see. He had to know.

He made the incision. He spread the flesh apart with his fingers, blood sheeting down his arm, puddling on the table. His breath hitched. Something metallic glittered beneath the epidermis. He grasped for it, biting his tongue through the pain, digging deeper into his forearm and pinching the thing between slippery fingernails as it tried to wriggle away. Revolted and fascinated, he tugged at it.

The door opened, and Nines walked in.

For an instant they stared at one another, her eyes enormous.

Jacen paused with the silver filament halfway out of his arm. Then Nines shrieked and ran toward him.

Jacen knew well enough what this must look like—him covered in his own blood, beside a knife and an empty bottle of liquor.

“It’s all right,” he tried to say, but she’d already seized an altar cloth and was trying to force it against his arm.

He somehow kept hold of the filament while staving Nines off with his elbow, long enough to rip the thing out. A piece of metal no bigger than his thumbnail squirmed in his grip. It had three short appendages, strong and fine as spider’s silk, and was not unlike the device the Church used to mark citizens for Harvest. Though it moved like something living, Jacen sensed no consciousness.

He stared at it, heart thudding in his ears.

They’re always watching.

He dropped the thing on the table, flipped his dagger around in his uninjured hand, and used its pommel to smash it.

“What’s that?” Nines cried. “What’s going on?”

“Please trust me when I say the less you know about this, the better.” Jacen let her sense, at least, that he spoke the truth. “Did you get the . . .” He’d forgotten what errand he’d sent her on.

“Birdseed?” Nines glanced at the full bag of it, in plain view on a shelf by the door. “I was waiting outside. I felt you—” Her face worked furiously. “I thought⁠—”

Jacen held the altar cloth to his arm as he searched his cabinets for a proper bandage. By the time he’d tied it off with his teeth, Nines still hadn’t moved.

He said, “I’m sorry you had to see this.”

Nothing. But Jacen had a hunch. Gently, he told her, “There was a suicide in my cohort, too.”

Jacen watched Nines, expecting nothing from her—merely providing an empty silence for her to fill, should she choose to.

Finally, she said, “I had a friend. Ninety-Five. I guess I’ll never know her real name. I . . . found her.” She sank into a chair, staring blankly. “Brother Lev tried to take her out of my head. I think they thought it would fix me. I can’t remember her face or even really what she was like. All I remember is how it felt when she died.”

“You must be strong,” Jacen mused. “High-tier telepaths are hard to erase, and we feel . . . everything.”

“I never asked for any of this.” Her voice quavered. “I don’t want to be a priest.”

Jacen had guessed as much. Perhaps, now that she’d seen him at his worst, she felt more comfortable saying it aloud. A fair trade.

Years ago, in an angry outburst, Elyas had said something similar to Jacen. He had dismissed his novitiate’s feelings, fed him a speech about all the valuable work he could do with the Church, and Elyas had never brought it up again.

This time, Jacen asked Nines, “What do you want?” No judgment.

No impositions. Just the question, hanging between them.

She lifted her shoulders, at a loss. “Not this.”

“I’m going to help you,” Jacen said firmly. He pointed at the smashed metal thing on the table then made a vague, encompassing gesture. “This is all connected.”

His stomach lurched, as something occurred to him. They’re always watching. Had he made a terrible mistake in destroying the device? Would they know?

He stood abruptly. “I have to go.” “You’ve been drinking,” Nines mumbled.

“This can’t wait.” He had the nagging suspicion that if he didn’t act now, he would never have the chance.

He hid the device’s remains in an empty bottle, stowed at the back of a cabinet. He didn’t let Nines watch him do it. He said to her, “Keep the door locked. Don’t open it for anyone but me. I’ll be back in a few hours.”

She stared at him, alarmed. “What if you’re not?”

“Then . . .” Jacen considered his options. “Warn Seth. Warn Ogden.

And tell no one.”
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JACEN

Jacen ventured into the White Cathedral’s archives in the dead of night.

From the airy upper levels, he ventured down, through a locked door off-limits to all but ordained priests and the High Lord. Inside lay an ancient funicular system—a miniature version of the vast elevators that carried workers, goods, and equipment to the deepriver docks. Like the dock elevators, the funicular never stopped moving, driven by some arcane mechanism as innate to Zivora as the floating polyhedra. The track stabbed deep into the ground at an incline so sharp, Jacen avoided the view. It descended at a ponderous pace, creaking and groaning down to where the shadows pooled and the air grew thick and muffled. There lay the Church’s most restricted rooms: pitch-dark prison cells, secret archives, and the white room of which Ged had spoken.

Jacen paused as he passed it. Broad and smooth, adorned with two concentric silver circles, the door shimmered like pearl. Energy pulsed from beyond—a low, sick sensation as though the chamber had a heartbeat.

He picked at the dressing on his forearm, tugging his sleeve down over it as he resumed walking. Sobriety threatened at the edges of his consciousness, bringing with it a creeping dread. The muffled echoes of his footsteps were far too loud, as if the walls themselves knew he did not belong. He was lost in the dark, unsuspecting fingers probing for purchase, brushing ever closer to knowledge he was not meant to have.

He froze in his tracks when he sensed another presence. Too late to avoid it. All he could do was brace himself before Brother Lev rounded the corner.

“Kheris,” said the Chief Exorcist. “What brings you down here so late?”

Jacen had meant to sneak in and pick the lock, but an alibi might serve him better. “Actually, I’m glad to see you.” He made himself add, “Your Eminence.”

His friendly tone might have been a touch suspicious, because Lev seemed taken aback.

“I was hoping you might let me into the restricted archive,” Jacen said. Might as well be forthright about it. “I want to have a look at Father Tamaran’s rite of exorcism. I’ve found myself rusty on the details.”

Lev raised his eyebrows. “You think that might be remedied by reading the original text?”

Jacen grimaced, projecting embarrassment as sloppily as he dared. “My novitiate and I had a theological disagreement. Suffice it to say she thinks she knows better than me, and I’d like to prove otherwise.”

“You want me to let you into the restricted archive to settle a bet with your apprentice,” Lev said, incredulous.

“What’s the point of having a friend on the Council, if not the benefits?” With the word friend, Jacen nudged Lev’s mind. Made him believe it, if only for a moment.

Just the barest, subtlest suggestion in the other man’s subconscious. You like me. You trust me. You’re in high spirits and happy to do me a favor. It was not compulsion; a talented novitiate could have done it, but to use this power on a fellow priest was a grave transgression. Jacen shoved the guilt down, deep inside himself with all the rest. One more sin on his ledger.

“Come on,” he said, on the surface nothing but amiably forgetful. Nonthreatening. Drunk. It wasn’t as if Lev ever bothered to remember Jacen was Sixth Tier to his paltry Fourth. “A little favor, from Akkani’s new protege to her old one. Let me in, Your Eminence.”

The flattery tipped it over the edge. To Jacen’s relief, Lev grinned. He beckoned Jacen along the hall to the archives. He pulled out his keyring with a flourish and unlocked the door. “Just don’t linger too long.”

The archive was compact and fastidiously kept, not a speck of dust to be found. The original White Codex, the writings of Holy Father Andel Tamaran, sat on a pedestal at the center of several palestone bookshelves.

Jacen thanked Lev effusively, but instead of leaving, the Chief Exorcist leaned in, conspiratorial. “How is that novitiate of yours? I’d hoped to take her on myself.”

“Rest assured,” Jacen said, “I’ll train her well.”

“You won’t.” Lev waved a hand. “She’ll make a piss-poor priest. She’s always been an odd one, and she was never the same after what happened to her little friend.” He licked his lips. “But she’d have been nice to have around nonetheless.”

Cold flooded Jacen’s chest, condensed like a block of ice under his ribs. Lev slapped him on the back and laughed. “Relax, Brother. We’re friends.” He sauntered off, whistling a merry tune.

Though Jacen’s legs had gone weak, he fought through it and shut the door. He would do well not to stall.

He started with the tome he’d told Lev he came for—Father Tamaran’s original Rite of Exorcism. Where better to learn the secrets of demons? The red leather-bound volume was thicker than the copy Jacen had been issued. When he opened it, he went still.

Tamaran’s words on each page faced a wall of heavily annotated Zal script. This was not an original at all, but a translation. Jacen could parse the jedaat just well enough to realize the demon priests must have invented the rite.

The Church’s ancient enemies—and their earliest inspiration.

Jacen found several pages of sigils for various demons, some varieties which he had encountered, and others he had not. The Zal had a three-category classification system, differentiating between vermin of the Source and the demons that granted their hosts power. The third category had not been translated from the jedaat. It proved frustratingly difficult to decipher. Large portions were censored, entire pages missing or drenched in black ink, but he recognized the word demon beside a flourish he understood to mean lord or above.

Archdemon?

There were only a handful of sigils in this category. Then, a sketch of a human eye, its sclera filled in with black. At the very end, on a page by itself, an inverted triangular spiral had been etched in blood-red ink. He’d seen that symbol before, but where?

Jacen racked his memory until it returned to him: a tattered banner on an adobe wall, where a few days earlier, he and his colleagues had exorcised a child. He’d assumed it to be a symbol of one of the Zal cities, but now he wondered whether it might be religious iconography. He recalled the man’s reluctance to let them in, the quiet prayers his wife had murmured.

A chill crept up Jacen’s spine. But he would need to find someone more familiar with the jedaat. Before he could think twice about it, he tore the pages loose and crammed them into his robes.

He ought to have left then. It wasn’t wise to push his luck, not there, not now. But his gaze snagged on another massive leather-bound tome: the names and origins of every priest, acolyte, and novitiate to serve the Church.

He had to know.

He hauled the book off the shelf, onto a table, and opened it to the first blank page. From there, he worked his way back until he found Nines’ cohort. Acolyte Ninety-Nine, formerly known as Syl Inissa, hailed from the habitable zone of Kasoa, deep in the Fractured Peninsula. She was listed, to Jacen’s surprise, as Tier 6. Her lost friend, Ninety-Five, had once been called Daru.

Jacen flipped further back, all the way to his own cohort.

92—Female, Dalish, Rostall—Age 7—Tier 4—Shaileen Parranth—DECEASED

114—Male, Zal, Zivora—Age 6—Tier 5—Ylan Kirsaan—DECEASED

103—Female, Zal, Zivora—Age 6—Tier 4—Leda Therak—DECEASED

96—Female, Ithirian, Arkhanad—Age 5—Tier 4—Wen Bayan—HARVESTED

97—Male, Telu, Zivora—Age 6—Tier 4—Ramun Vinizara—ORDAINED BROTHER TAORO

109—Female, Telu, Zivora—Age 5—Tier 5—Hesaya Tersero—ORDAINED SISTER JINAAN

Though only Hesaya and Taoro remained, Jacen remembered each of the others. One-Fourteen, who had a stroke the first time he faced a demon and never regained consciousness. The attending exorcist had smothered him with a pillow. Ninety-Two, who hanged herself when she was ten. Taoro had found her and screamed loud enough to wake the rest of them. Ninety-Six, who was given to the Harvest when she failed to meet the Church’s standards. Ten-Three, who’d fled into the desert before she could suffer the same fate. A scavenger had found her half-devoured corpse a few days later.

It was odd to see them listed there with names, not just the numbers by which Jacen had known them. Wetness pricked his eyes. He blinked it away.

And then, there he was:

99—Male, Zal, Lun—Age 6—Tier 6—Jacen—ORDAINED BROTHER KHERIS

No original surname was listed for him, only Jacen. And beside his name, those two words. Zal. Lun.

He had heard tell of Lun, less a city than a trading post, located in the habitable zone of the Scar’s northern foothills. He had heard of trees with leaves like flames, kirikil with multicolored shells, and a vast, golden lake where the river Esh had its source. But he had no memory of it. Only the snowy version of Alendal that Ogden told him did not exist.

If Jacen was Zal, why didn’t he look it? His coloring was all wrong, and his eyes . . .

The realization hit him like a fist to the gut. He didn’t know. He had been unusually young when his eyes turned, and had no recollection of what their original color had been.

He clutched the open book as though it had taken something from him and, if he stared at it long enough, it might give it back. Helpless anger rooted him in place, gods knew for how long, until he sensed someone outside the archive.

He slammed the book shut. The door opened.

If it had been Brother Lev again, or anyone else, Jacen could have handled it. But he knew as soon as he recognized the presence that he was in the deepest trouble of his life. A sick throb of panic speared his chest.

Lev had not returned alone. He stood at Chief Inquisitor Jarak’s shoulder beside four city Guardsmen and Mother Akkani.

“Oh, Jacen.” Her voice was quiet, almost pitying. “What have you done now?”

The prison at the bottom of the labyrinth was a vast, gloomy pit, lit by distant pale lights on a vaulted ceiling. Its dozen cells were square indentations in the floor, eight feet deep and twelve wide, with metal hatches that left an occupant in pitch blackness when shut. Tonight, all sat empty. This place was reserved for the vilest of criminals, and few lasted longer than a cycle. None left alive unless it was without a tongue, bound for a life sentence along the darkest parts of the deepriver.

The guards escorted Jacen to the edge of a cell at swordpoint and hauled open its rusted hatch.

“Search him,” ordered Akkani.

They patted him down and rummaged through his robes, confiscating his flask, his knife, a handful of birdseed, and the pages he’d torn from the Rite of Exorcism. Akkani beckoned for the pages and examined them, face expressionless as a mask.

She instructed the guards to wait outside and faced Jacen at the edge of the cell. Chief Inquisitor Jarak flanked her with a hand on his weapon.

“Go on.” Jacen spoke over the ringing in his ears. “Let’s get this over with.”

Akkani ignored him and turned to Jarak. “Make sure Brother Lev understands the consequences of his error.”

Lev hovered near the door. He had the look of a man whose whole life had just slipped through his fingers. Jacen almost felt sorry for him. He knew the feeling well.

Brother Jarak gave a stiff nod and steered Lev toward the exit.

They left Jacen and Akkani alone.

Akkani brandished the torn pages at him and asked, “Did Ged Semira send you after these?”

“No one forced me to come here,” Jacen made himself say—the truth, technically. She would know if he lied.

“You took out your tracker.” Her pale eyes skated over his bandaged arm. “How much do you know?”

“I know the gods can die,” Jacen said. “I know you know they can die, and you’re trying to cover that up. They’re not gods, are they? What are they?” He lifted his wounded arm. “What is this?”

Akkani was silent for a long moment. Her eyes were bright and old as the stars. “You’re right. They are not gods—at least, not in the sense that you were taught. They did not create the universe, they do not answer prayers, and they are not immortal. Not . . . quite.” She heaved a deep sigh, shoulders rising and falling as though she had shrugged off a heavy burden. “The device in your arm was a tracker. They use them to monitor everyone in the city. They study us. To what end, I do not know.”

Jacen was sinking, drowning beneath the magnitude of her words, but she gave him no time to process.

She tapped the pages. “You believe you’ve encountered an archdemon, don’t you? For your sake, I wish you hadn’t.” Then: “What did you do with the body?”

Of course, she already knew. Which meant that thing inside the corpse, surviving far longer than it had any right . . . that was an archdemon.

“We buried it.” It wasn’t as if Jacen could have destroyed the creature. Only extradimensional energy could⁠—

All of a sudden, something clicked into place.

Only extradimensional energy could kill a demon. He had known this as long as he had been an exorcist. Yet he never imagined it might also apply to other supposedly unkillable beings—until the scavenger arrived on his doorstep with the skull of a dead god.

What if gods and demons shared some fundamental fact of their nature that Jacen had never been taught?

Whatever had killed the god in the canyon channeled extradimensional energy on a monstrous scale, dealing damage beyond the capacity of any mortal weapon. Only extradimensional energy could kill a demon—and only the same could kill a god. And there existed a higher order of demon, known to the Zal, that had been kept secret by the Church.

Jacen’s mind spiraled, forming connections without his permission—every inconsistency he had refused to examine, all those thoughts he’d stopped dead in their tracks before he could follow them to their logical conclusion.

The gods were demons.

The thing in that corpse was a demon, and it was a god.

Akkani watched him piece it together. The grim look on her face was as good as confirmation.

The questions spilled out of Jacen. “Where do they get their bodies? What was one doing in that corpse? Is the demon in the canyon one of them too?”

Akkani held up a hand. “Let me be clear, I’m offering you the courtesy of an explanation because you’re about to give me the truth I want, one way or another. Perhaps my offering this information first might persuade you to reciprocate before I’m forced to resort to less-pleasant methods.”

She spoke the truth and let him sense it. The discomfort of a psychic interrogation aside, she genuinely believed she might persuade him. Jacen was too stunned to speak, so she continued, “The entity in the canyon is a weapon of the old Zal empire. It is imperative that we find it. Why else do you think I allowed Ged Semira to send his son into the canyon?” A sad smile touched her lips. “You threw a bit of a wrench into that, didn’t you? No matter. This will all be over soon.”

“Why?” was all Jacen could say.

“Consider the power you’ve been taught our gods possess. Ontological arguments aside, consider a power which, from our perspective, is functionally the same. Now strip from that power any inclination to benevolence. They have capabilities you’ve never dreamt of. Our whole world exists at their whim. Should we cease to be useful . . .” A hollow chuckle escaped her, and the barest tremor entered her voice. “We cannot fight them. We cannot comprehend them. No, Jacen, they are not gods. They are far worse.”

She was terrified. More than that—her terror was familiar, because it was Jacen’s own mirrored back at him: that the universe was nothing but uncaring darkness, and they were insects beneath the thumb of eldritch beings who could crush them without a thought.

“We bear it,” Akkani said, “so that our people do not have to. We nourish their belief, sell the lie of a blissful afterlife to the faithful, so that they might live in ignorance, yes—but in peace.”

Peace. Was that what this was called, beneath the shadow of the Harvest?

“Why did you tell me I’m Dalish if I’m Zal?” Jacen felt a child again, a mere acolyte begging for her approval, when he asked, “Why did you lie to me?”

“I did it to protect you.” Now Akkani’s voice was soft, soothing. “Did you know I’m the one who found you and brought you to the Church? Of all my students over the years, I’ve seen the most of myself in you. The Council wanted to execute you after Elyas’s fall, but I stayed their hand. I know you’ve always been loyal; you were once our Order’s finest. You are capable of grasping what must be done.” She paused. “Prove me right, Jacen. Show me you’re capable of redeeming yourself.”

Her words cracked something vital inside him.

“I have only ever done what I must,” Akkani said. “And now it’s your turn. Who else have you told?”

She had asked such a question before, just a few days prior in the High Lord’s audience chamber.

“I already know you’re working with Ged,” Akkani said. “And the Dalishman, of course. If there’s meddling in this city, he’s usually involved. Did you tell your novitiate? Or Seth Semira? I know the two of you were close, once.”

Jacen felt his reaction flit across his face before he could suppress it. “They don’t know anything.”

“I cannot let this get out.” Akkani was almost apologetic. “I need to know who you’ve told, what you’ve told them, and what Ged is planning. I need the truth, do you understand? By any means. Help me stop whatever you’ve unleashed before it destroys everything we hold dear.”

He considered what might happen should he tell Akkani everything. Sickness pooled in his stomach. If he talked, he proved he was nothing more than a murderer and a coward. A servant of a cause he’d exhumed and found utterly hollow.

He closed his eyes, seeing the truth of himself at last in that infinite dark.

Who would you be without us? But it was never his post that Jacen truly feared to lose—no status or power, but something far less tangible, over which no man or Church had purview. A strange calm settled over him.

“No,” he said.

He was grasping in the void for some greater purpose, just as he always had, and perhaps he would never find it. But for now, he could stand for this. He would not give this lying, monstrous person what she wanted—not without making her hurt for it, too.

“Pity.” Akkani tilted her head. “I was wrong about you.” She stepped forward, holding out a hand. “I’m sorry, Jacen.”

Pale fingers curled toward him, reaching.

He took an involuntary step back and toppled into the cell. Landed flat on his back, gasping for air. His efforts to defend himself crumbled. She knew him too well; he’d given her too much.

Her mind slid inside his. A shudder wracked his body. He tried to scream but could not, because his mouth no longer belonged to him. She delved deeper, shredding through his defenses until his entire being was laid bare. She flayed his mind open and prodded at it like an expanse of bruised flesh, homing in on every tender place. She ripped those painful memories up, dragging them to the surface inch by bloody inch. He could not stop her, and soon, she knew everything.

Not just the answers she’d come for—an inquisitor left no stone unturned. Even as the barrier between their minds blurred and she felt his pain and humiliation as her own, she endured it. She took everything.

His guilt over Elyas. His complicated hatred of Brother Marez. His longing for a home he could not remember, his passion for his work, his crisis of faith, his guilt, his guilt, his guilt . . . Every time he’d nudged someone’s mind because he was tired or irritated or simply lazy. The day he stole from an elderly confessor to afford his liquor. All the heartbreaking stories of poverty, sickness, and strife with which his congregants trusted him, all those struggles he could do nothing about but pray, and pray to what?

Every vow he’d been tempted to break. Every odd and embarrassing thing he’d ever fantasized about. The time he’d kissed Hesaya and they’d both hated it. Lying in the sand after Ysira knocked him flat on his back. His feelings for Seth, deep enough to drown in. Every terrible thought he’d ever had that made him wonder if he was a madman or a degenerate or a monster. Everything he would never have admitted to another soul, because surely no decent person could have a mind like this.

When Akkani gave him back control of his body, Jacen crawled to his knees on the filthy floor. Tears soaked his cheeks. A horrible sound escaped him. He vomited until there was nothing left in his stomach. Hugged his shoulders in a vain attempt to stop their violent shaking.

“Someday,” said Akkani, “I hope you understand you gave me no choice. This is for the good of all our people—and for you.”

She believed that. As she’d ripped through his mind, Jacen had felt the depth of her conviction—that she had done something necessary to him, something he would one day even thank her for. And he could not make sense of it. What he would have given, to claw his way out of his own skin.

She left him alone, catatonic in his cell. The guards returned to shut the metal slab overhead, and his world became unbearably small. He huddled there in silence, old wounds ripped open, the contents of his mind strewn about in disarray like the shattered pieces of his life.
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Ysira awoke in a bed, under a cover of unfamiliar fabric. When she stirred, a strip of light brightened around the ceiling’s circumference and illuminated the room.

Light.

Last she could recall, there had been too much of it, down in the dark below Zal Fel. Her passenger had led her to a Gate. Those armored people had found her, then⁠—

Neri. They could have followed her trail back to Neri. Ysira sat bolt upright, heart pounding.

Where was she? Her bed was a sleek oval, the table a perfect circle, both melded seamlessly with the wall. Everything seemed to be made of the same black material, smooth as metal under running water.

A mirror faced the bed, flat and clear as a cloudless desert sky. Ysira had never seen an image of herself so vivid. She looked haggard. Older than she’d thought. Her hair hung in an unwashed tangle around her dirt-smeared face, in stark contrast to her loose white shirt and pants. The clothing was so clean and silky, it could have been liquid.

She slipped out from under the cover and stood. The floor was frigid beneath her feet. She sniffed the air, picking up a sterile odor. As she crept past a certain section of wall, bracing to be attacked at any second, a hidden door slid open.

Her pulse quickened. She padded through the door, into a hall as dark and glossy as the bedroom. The dim ceiling lights reflected against the floor. A faint, highpitched hum with no obvious source filled the area.

Despite the trepidation lurking in her core, she felt strangely light on her feet. She had the most bizarre urge to run and leap and see how far she might go. The air was rich and clear, as though she had been living in a cloud and it had suddenly lifted.

Then Ysira came upon a massive window, and her legs went weak. At first, she could not be sure what she was looking at. There was blue-green Oe, its rings as familiar as ever. But her vantage point was impossible. Another sphere, centered in the window, hung in a sea of star-speckled black, like the moons in the night sky. But she could also see both Ixion and Nue, their pocked grey surfaces flush with Oe’s light.

If these were the moons, the central one had to be⁠—

A gasp escaped her. The sphere was green, and brown, and blue. There was so much blue, stretching over most of the globe. Ysira had to tear her eyes away from that impossible sea to look east. East—to a great expanse of brown, gold, and, like a deep gouge in the flesh of the world, red. She knew that shape, from countless maps at the Citadel. And then there were the coasts, the mountains, the fragmented mass of the Fractured Peninsula . . .

Her world. That gouge was the Scar and that sphere, surrounded by stars, was Celes Lor.

Ysira’s first wild thought was that this must be the gods’ celestial paradise, but she had never been faithful. No, her demon marked her for eternal torment. She was alive. This was real. She had seen this very image on that frieze in the temple ruins.

In the distance, beyond Oe, a bright spot crested the edges of the sphere. Red-gold spears of light flared out from what could only be the sun.

When Ysira was a child, she had gazed in awe at the White Cathedral’s soaring buttresses and towering effigies. She’d thought herself small. But then she’d ventured into the immense, ageless stone maw of the Scar and realized she was much less than that. And here, now—on the threshold of infinity—she didn’t have words for it. No mortal language did.

Compared to this, Zivora’s gods were trifling, pathetic things. How could anyone worship something so small?

Ysira touched the window with trembling fingers, sinking to her knees. Terror and awe bloomed on the horizon of her consciousness like that rising dawn, so bright she fought the urge to look away.

All she’d known her whole life were shadows, foggy reflections of reality, and while she’d begun to guess some greater truth existed . . .

She could never have fathomed it.

She pressed her palm to the cold plane. She could cover her entire world with her hand. Tears sprang to her eyes. Despite everything, she found herself smiling, because amidst the smallness, another feeling crept up on her. Surprised her with its intensity: hope.

Perhaps she’d lost her mind. She could have stared at that miraculous view forever.

But there was still Neri to consider, and all the strange and terrible events that had transpired. Ysira had to move, and plan. She ripped her gaze away from the window.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” said the god behind her.


PART II
GODS OF RUIN


[image: Demon Star]



FROM THE WHITE CATHEDRAL ARCHIVES:

Darkness is refuge. Chaos is clarity.

Power* is freedom.

—ZAL PROVERB (TRANSLATION BY SISTER ALEIDA NAYARA, 113 A. C.)

*Addendum: There are two words for power in Zal, and we cannot be certain of the original usage here. TAYUN is the more conventional translation, used to mean strength or authority. The alternative, ATYUN, bears the connotation of sacrifice. It is also the word for demon.
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The god was taller than any man Ysira had seen, with pointed ears, a lean build, and skin the color of sun-bleached bones. Vivid emerald irises peered out at her from ink-black sclerae.

She could not pinpoint his age; he could have been a well-kept sixty or a worn forty. His white hair was cropped short, and he wore a sleek black coat over a green tunic. He moved like a river, with a presence that made the hall feel even more silent, as though the very air went still for him.

“You have nothing to fear from me.”

Something brimmed beneath the low, musical tones and odd cadence of his voice. It seethed and skittered, making Ysira’s scalp prickle. Once or twice, she had witnessed telepathic priests perform extradimensional communion, and now she understood. The language of demons was this being’s—the gods’—native tongue.

She battened down the hatches of her mind and reached, automatically, for a weapon that wasn’t there.

“Which one are you?” she croaked.

To her numb surprise, he answered, “I am Tharanoth.”

The Lord of Hunger was the least present of Zivora’s gods, more distant and mythical than the rest. The Priests of the Black Sun tended to agree that if one of the Six reigned supreme, it was Tharanoth.

There was something oddly familiar about him, though Ysira was quite sure she’d never seen him before. She couldn’t pinpoint it.

“Please,” he said. “Follow me.” Ysira didn’t move. “Where is Neri?”

Tharanoth tilted his head. A sharp, inhuman motion. “Who?”

Ysira carefully considered her next words. “The boy who was with me.” Tharanoth’s second eyelids clicked together. “The boy is safe.”

He gestured down the hall with one long, four-fingered hand. With little other choice, Ysira followed him through a sliding door to another corridor. She trusted nothing about this. She wrung her hands, running her thumb over the stump of her left little finger.

The next room resembled the inside of the White Cathedral, but open to the stars. Soaring buttresses braced vast, clear windows. The design seemed impossible, a show of reckless extravagance that left Ysira no choice but to gape. When Tharanoth flicked his hand, the windows turned opaque. He snapped his fingers. An image materialized out of thin air.

Ysira jumped back with an involuntary, undignified noise. A dense spiral of stars floated around her, casting the darkened walls in a rainbow glow.

“What is this?” she whispered.

“You are aboard an interstellar vessel,” said Tharanoth. “It traverses galaxies like your people’s boats might cross a lake. More broadly speaking, we are in high orbit above your planet. More narrowly, we are in my private suite.”

Galaxies. Orbit. Planet. Ysira had never heard the first word, and the other two were still too monumental, too unbelievable, to elicit a reaction.

“This”—the god swept a hand across the glittering wheel—“is our galaxy. It is comprised of billions of stars, some of which are orbited by planets like yours.”

Tharanoth made a pinching gesture. The projection shifted, its view plummeting in on a single pinprick of red-gold light. The sun. A star. Around it drifted Oe, the moons, and Ysira’s world.

“Celes Lor.” Tharanoth’s Zal pronunciation was flawless. He pointed out a third sphere in the planet’s orbit, smaller than the moons but closer. “This is our station, which we are presently aboard.”

He snapped his fingers again. The projection zoomed away, so fast and so far, it made her head spin, to show a different world and its strange purple sun. This one drifted alone; it had no moons. “This is Ihrafang. My home.”

Ysira did not trust herself to speak or move. Her sense of reality was expanding too fast, leaving her untethered—a needle dropping into a fathomless deep, falling and falling.

“My planet, like yours, is a nexus of universes. It is home to a great many . . .” Tharanoth pursed his lips, as though searching for the best way to explain. “Pockets of space where the fabric of reality is thinnest, by which passage is possible through the Source dimension.”

“The Gates,” Ysira ventured. Like the one she’d seen at Zal Fel, before those strange armored people—Tharanoth’s minions?—knocked her unconscious and brought her to this place.

“Long ago, my people found them and harnessed their power. You see, your understanding of the Source is limited. We call it dangerous—evil, even—because you are not safe to wield it. The same is not true for us.” Tharanoth’s unsettling gaze locked with hers. “For your own safety, there are certain truths we keep concealed.”

“Truths,” Ysira echoed. “Such as that you’re just a man possessed by a demon?”

Tharanoth narrowed his eyes. Perhaps she shouldn’t have said that.

But then he chuckled. “The man you refer to, when you look at me, does not exist. I am one hundred thousand years of memories, acquired through eighty-six bodies, of which this is merely the latest.”

“I saw your . . . associate . . . move outside a body.” Ysira refused to give a name to what, exactly, the god Nabatar had done to Casandra Semira. She betrayed nothing but suspicion, no emotion Tharanoth might use to slip past her mental defenses. “Are you saying you can exist without a host?”

“In a manner of speaking.” Tharanoth flexed his fingers, admiring them in the projected starlight. “These vessels are much more convenient, and our presence changes them in wonderful ways. After a century or two, they’re strong, fast, and nigh-invulnerable. They endure for hundreds of years. With them, we built the Firstborn Empire—so named because we were the very first to expand across the stars.”

His meaning was clear enough. Ysira could not hurt him, and he wanted her to know it. Unease crept over her anew. “You conquered our world.”

“Hardly. Your civilization was primitive. You would have destroyed your own planet had we not intervened.” Tharanoth tilted his head. “I prefer the word cultivate. Celes Lor is my prized achievement.”

Ysira took in the stars wheeling around them, all those other suns, worlds upon worlds upon worlds. How many had suffered the same fate as hers?

She asked, quiet and measured, “Why?”

“Call me a philanthropist. It’s also a matter of scientific curiosity. There’s nothing quite like watching a world evolve, and to cultivate yours has been a fascinating process.”

That word again. Cultivate. It evoked a visceral response in Ysira. “Is that what you call it when you Harvest us?”

Tharanoth did something like a sigh. “I do it out of altruism, difficult as it may be for you to perceive. You must understand: I was already old when your ancestors invented written language. When you’ve lived as long as I have, you learn to see the greater scope of things.”

Ysira did not believe in altruism, not from her own people, and not from the Lord of Hunger. He was manipulating her. But to what end?

That encompassing presence stirred at the edges of her mind. She doubted she’d have noticed it if not for the way her passenger jumped. Ysira was no telepath, so the best defense she could muster was to keep him at arm’s length, but she redoubled her efforts nonetheless.

“That’s what I was,” she couldn’t stop herself from saying. Her voice shook as bloody memories roiled in the depths of her subconscious. Bright lights. Cold metal. Body no longer hers. “A casualty for the cultivation of my world.”

Tharanoth regarded her without emotion. “I admit it was an accident that you survived, and something of a surprise. I am not easily surprised. It is a testament, I think, to the extraordinary resilience my work has fostered in your species.” He gave her a nod, as if he meant to convey a compliment. Her stomach turned.

But then she realized⁠—

He doesn’t know.

Her passenger had been slow to change her, but change her it had. Extraordinary resilience—this being who called himself a god didn’t know the half of it.

“I will also admit,” Tharanoth said, “I’m curious how you survived the incident in the canyon.” His alien gaze settled on hers and hardened. Something ugly seethed beneath that surface of polite detachment, something he must have thought Ysira too primitive to notice. “Extraordinary events demand an extraordinary explanation.”

“You still haven’t told me where Neri is,” Ysira said flatly, though her heart beat faster.

“Safe.” The word came out a long hiss. “But as I said, we caution you away from demons for a reason. And the demon of the canyon is . . . singular.”

Tharanoth sounded almost resentful. It was the most human thing Ysira had heard from him, a tone she’d assumed herself more often than she liked to admit—struggling to speak well of a gift she could never possess. The demon that was Tharanoth might grant its vessel strength and longevity, but not whatever power Neri now wielded. And the Lord of Hunger coveted it.

Tharanoth must have spoken to Neri first. If he was speaking to Ysira now . . . he hadn’t gotten what he wanted. Horror built in the pit of her stomach, threatening to erupt into panic.

“Tell me what you’ve done with Neri.”

Tharanoth raised both hands in a gesture of appeasement. “Nothing. But that power is not safe in any hands but mine. It is responsible for the Cataclysm that nearly destroyed your planet. I am trying to prevent such a thing from happening again.”

Ysira operated under the assumption he was lying. She shook her head. “You may be powerful, and you may be from another world. But what makes you so different from any telepath who wields a demon, or the Zal valak?” Or from Neri. Or from her.

She gestured at the strange purple star and its lonely planet, drifting past her. “You found us; you didn’t create us. You’re not a god.”

“Aren’t I?” Tharanoth clicked his tongue. “Semantics. I shaped your civilization. I have seen tens of thousands of years. I possess power the likes of which you could never imagine. The weapons at my disposal could end your world with a thought.” He snapped his fingers. The stars vanished, leaving them in darkness. “One might say that your obedience—even your worship—is simply what I am owed.”

But Ysira had seen the destroyed skeleton in the canyon and the way Nabatar had feared to touch Neri. She owed these self-styled gods nothing. She would not bow.

That smile again. Time seemed to slow and stretch, trapping her in that moment where those bright, alien eyes would not leave her. She still sensed Tharanoth’s mind like a tickle at the back of her neck, searching for a way in.

After a long, long silence, he blinked. “I know this has been overwhelming for you. I’m immortal—I’m patient.” He motioned up and down at her person. “Clean yourself up. Take some time to rest, and think on this.”

The Lord of Hunger did not entertain further questions. He dismissed Ysira, leaving her to find her way back to the bedroom. Alone but unmistakably a prisoner. She had no doubt that somehow, he watched her every move.

She found no obvious exit, just another sliding door to an adjoining washroom. After a great deal of fruitless, frustrated searching, fiddling with every dial and lever she could reach, she decided she might as well bathe. It was the strangest experience she’d had yet today—grossly wasteful, jets of hot water from the walls and ceiling, sweet-smelling liquid soap she used to scrub every inch of herself. When she emerged, she caught a glimpse of her naked body in the too-clear mirror. Her heart constricted.

The white web of scars from her pregnancy, across her hips, breasts, and stomach, were some of the last things her passenger had failed to heal. Those, her missing finger, and the ragged line across her throat. They shone against her light brown skin, poorly concealed by her spiraling tattoos.

Ysira studied the woman in the mirror, searching that drawn face and scarred body for any trace of someone she wanted to be. She tried to hold her own gaze and found she couldn’t stand it.

She shoved her dirty clothing into a wall compartment labeled with a pictogram of a shirt. An invisible force suctioned it down with a whoosh that made her jump. Seconds later, an identical, fresh set dropped out of an adjacent compartment. She stared at it until she’d recovered enough to put it on. She sat on the floor and began to braid her wet hair. Her fingers trembled.

On the precarious edge of breaking, it took her too long to notice the fog.

It seeped from the ceiling, settling around her in an acrid cloud.

With the next breath she took, her passenger spasmed. Her vision blurred—then sharpened. She breathed again. The room swam, and so did her head.

Ysira lurched to her feet.

Her passenger tightened around her brainstem. Her pulse thudded, blood concentrating there, and with it, a surge of panic. She was being poisoned, and her demon couldn’t keep up with the damage.

Ysira staggered toward the washroom exit, fighting to stay conscious. Her passenger worked furiously, but the fog grew thick and heavy. She’d already inhaled too much.

Suddenly, her mind was too crowded. In trying to keep her alive, her demon had given her no warning at all. She was helpless as something invaded her headspace, insidious as an intracranial bleed. She swayed and hit the ground face-first.
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In a strange twilight state that was neither sleep, nor death, nor wakefulness, Ysira understood the depth of her error.

The Lord of Hunger had deigned to meet her face-to-face and told her the closely guarded secrets of her world. He had fed her assurances of his benevolence, tried to dazzle and intimidate her with his incalculable power and wisdom. All of it a means to an end. Her cooperation may have proven convenient, but he had never required it. Once he deduced she would not fall for his manipulations, he had retreated and waited until her guard was down.

Extradimensional fingertips circled Ysira’s passenger like a swirling mist, making her head spin. The demon tightened around her brainstem and curled inward like a kirikil in its shell. With deft precision, Tharanoth followed the path of least resistance to the heart of Ysira’s being.

Helpless as he rifled through her subconscious, she glimpsed her old selves as though from a distance. Her earliest memories were of home. Her mother’s hands as she braided Ysira’s hair. Ash on the wind as a Guardsman pulled her from the rubble of an adobe dwelling. Hugging her threadbare woven blanket, the only familiar thing she brought inside the Citadel’s pale walls.

There she was at twelve, in a line with Saraida and several others. They pointed at her and whispered, mocking her accent and her shabby clothes. But Ysira listened to the Knight Instructor with rapt attention, deciding then and there that it was her destiny to be the greatest of them. She caught a glimpse of Seth, so young she barely recognized him, beside a pale, grey-robed Church novitiate.

Then Ysira was sixteen, flatchested and wiry. She showed a piece of parchment to Saraida—her acceptance to train as a Knight Candidate. Saraida grabbed her hands and congratulated her, and they were both smiling, but when Saraida spoke again, Ysira’s face fell.

“Pity,” said a voice in her head. Tharanoth. “She was to be groomed for leadership, and you would only ever be her shadow.” Something rustled out of sight, like a many-legged thing scurrying in the desert brush. “Does it gratify you to know her illustrious family means as little to me as the rest of your kind?” The curiosity in his tone was unsettlingly genuine. “House Semira too.”

Ysira shuddered at the sight of Ged. She was naked beneath him, trailing her hands over his muscles, batting her lashes and murmuring inanities as she’d seen other people do. Saraida had told her this was the most natural thing in the world, that her body would know what to do, but it didn’t. Nothing Ysira did seemed to have any effect on Ged, until her gasp of pain when he penetrated her. She must have been broken. She wanted it to be over, but she’d forgotten how to speak. At least Ged was quick about it.

But . . . she remembered it so differently.

When Ysira was very young, she’d often mistaken wanting to be a man or woman for wanting them. Ged dominated every room he entered, took whatever he desired, commanded effortless power. What Ysira felt for him was not attraction so much as a desire to crawl out of her own unsatisfactory skin and inhabit his—to taste what it was like to be someone of consequence. As he pulled off her clothes and promised her everything she ever wanted, she believed him.

She had been in control. Hadn’t she? But through the god’s dispassionate eyes, she looked like a girl out of her depth, and Ged looked like a man grown.

“We let them do as they please, take whatever worthless things they want, and believe it’s their choice,” said Tharanoth. “They mistake their comfort for power.”

Then Ysira was leaving the Citadel, wiping away angry tears as she turned in her uniform and practice weapons. The training supervisor wore a look of pity that made Ysira want to hit her. Perhaps she should have. Why not? Her life was already ruined.

And then⁠—

She stumbled into a dusty alleyway, eyes glazed with a rainbow shimmer. She was somewhere in the Knots, not far from where her childhood home burned down all those years before. The eclipsed sun hung low in the sky.

There was a sharp pain in her arm, beneath her consecration scar. She couldn’t move. She collapsed in the sand. A circle of lights descended on her from above, and the last thing she remembered was an utter lack of surprise. Of course, this was how her story ended.

Ysira knew what came next. She didn’t want to remember it, let alone experience it again. She fought it, but Tharanoth swatted away her efforts with casual ease. What followed came in fragments. More lights. A white room. Pain. Fear. Tharanoth had no use for most of these memories, shuffling through without fully exhuming any until⁠—

“Here we are.”

The buried memory surfaced in crystalline detail. Ysira might have pretended it was a scene from someone else’s life, if not for the cold bite of shackles on her wrists and the stench of death in the air. She had been there before.

She stood in a cramped, cavernous tunnel in a line of prisoners, all wearing metal collars with blinking lights around their necks. Individuals in bulky armor stood sentinel behind them and at the exit. They outnumbered the prisoners four to one. They moved like nightmarish imitations of people, with eyeless masks and distorted voices.

A lone individual walked down the line, pausing before each prisoner. Ysira watched him, heart thudding as he approached. She looked half-dead—head shaved, skin scraped and mottled with bruises.

Tharanoth focused on the instant the demon entered her body. She sensed his frustration at the fact that she’d closed her eyes, unable to watch as the man cupped an armored hand over her ear and something slithered inside.

The sensation returned to Ysira, catapulting her back into her seventeen-year-old body. First came a stabbing pain. Then her head was too full. The demon convulsed and spread, tendrils of fire shooting along her every nerve.

None of the other prisoners had screamed, but Ysira did. She’d have fallen or tried to run—anything—if the armored man hadn’t shoved her back into line. He squeezed a device in his hand, sending a jolt of electricity through her body. She hardly noticed it. When the agony faded,

there remained the sense that she was no longer alone inside her own skin.

The prisoners were herded to a dusty box of a room. With a bone-shaking boom, a massive metal door shut behind them.

Before long, the demons began to wreak havoc with their minds. The other prisoners shambled around, making inhuman noises,

stumbling into walls. Some forgot to blink, staring at nothing with dry, inflamed eyes. One simply stopped breathing. But most . . . their irises turned dull and yellow. Their teeth fell out. Black forcipules twitched through their gums.

Every child of the Knots had heard stories of the Osuun, whispered late at night to frighten them away from the canyon. Stories of the gods-forsaken hunters that roamed the ruins of Zal Fel in search of human flesh. With dawning horror, Ysira began to understand her fate. Tharanoth dredged up her every memory of the days that followed, hunting for whatever details he found relevant, and it felt like an eternity passed. It had seemed an eternity then, too, as she fought for her life and waited and waited and waited for the transformation to find her.

When the metal doors opened again, Ysira’s armored captors found her alive and unchanged, crouched in a pile of mutated corpses.

They spoke an unfamiliar language, voices echoing strangely beneath their helmets. They stopped several feet from Ysira, appearing to argue as she stared at them. She was so exhausted by then, half-starved and sick to her stomach, that she didn’t have the wherewithal to act when one of them pulled out a short utility knife.

The other shouted something—a warning? It went unheeded. The armored person grabbed Ysira by the wrist, yanked her forward, and sliced off her little finger.

As she screamed, they continued to argue. They hauled her up and marched her back through the metal doors, through a maze of dusty halls, and Ysira found herself begging for her life. What life even meant to her now, she didn’t know, but she had finally summoned the presence of mind to realize she did not want to die.

Her captors did not understand a word she said—or maybe they just didn’t care. They arrived at the edge of a chasm, where the labyrinth dropped off into the dark. A horrible stench drifted up from below.

“Please,” Ysira gasped. “Please don’t do this.”

For one wild moment, she thought they might spare her. But instead, the one who’d cut off her finger took out his utility knife. Quick and efficient, he drove the tip beneath Ysira’s consecration scar and dug out a tiny piece of metal.

He slit her throat from ear to ear, and everything went black.

“An error, then,” came Tharanoth’s soft voice. “My servants meant to infect you with a Category One demon and add you to the . . . security system for our base at Zal Fel. It seems, by mistake, they gave you something else. They removed your tracking device and left you for dead, hoping their stupidity would go unnoticed.”

Ysira could not see him—could not see anything—but she felt his presence like a spider crawling down her spine.

“You hoped you might be special,” he said. “Chosen, even. This must be difficult for you.” There was that curiosity again as he watched his specimen squirm.

“You were an error,” he repeated, “born of careless incompetence and fear of punishment. They were not nearly afraid enough.” He hummed again. “I’ll have them identified soon enough. I’ll infect them with Category Ones, let them live long enough to endure the transformation, then serve them to their division leaders for dinner. Perhaps I’ll let you watch. Would you like that?”

Her revulsion made him chuckle. “Our titles have become a matter of pageantry—each domain a manner of suffering from which we deliver you, given the proper reverence. But it was your own ancestors who chose them. They called me the Lord of Hunger because they knew how I punished defiance. They knew their greatest possible value lay in the meat on their bones and its capacity to feed me.”

He still wasn’t finished with her. He watched her crawl out of the mass grave, along the deepriver, back to Zivora. He watched her recover at a pace that was no less than miraculous and return to the Citadel heavy with child. He watched her give birth. He watched her weep as she clutched her newborn son to her breast, overwhelmed by the nightmare that was his existence, the consuming love she felt for him, and the shock of being alive.

Ysira saw her eighteen-year-old self, on the verge of following Ogden out the door. She paused over Neri’s cradle to stroke his soft black hair one last time. She said goodbye. It was the most private of memories, and sharing it with Tharanoth made her want to vomit. But she was no longer made of flesh—only an untethered consciousness drifting in the void. A prisoner inside her own mind.

“So, the boy was conceived before you were infected,” the Lord of Hunger observed. “And carried to term under the influence of rare demonic power. Fascinating.”

Again, he did not seem troubled, merely curious. As though this were but an unexpected outcome of an experiment. He released his grip on her mind, and it was like a fist unclenched from around her very soul.

When Ysira awoke, she was alone once more. Bright lights flared around her. She tried to shield her eyes and found her limbs chained to the hard surface on which she lay. Horror clawed at her insides. The memories, once buried, refused to fade. She remembered it all, and it was too much to bear.

Every emotion she’d buried over the course of the last week . . . the last decade . . . she was suddenly no match for them. Her breath came fast and shallow. She was too small, a mote of dust floating high above the world, alone. With a wrenching scream, she thrashed in her restraints. She couldn’t breathe she couldn’t breathe she couldn’t fucking breathe⁠—

She twisted onto her side, cramming her face against the stiff white fabric just to have something solid to lean on, and this time, her scream became a sob. Once she’d started, she could not stop.
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Ysira’s eyelids peeled apart, leaking in blurry white light. She could not move. A thin tube protruded from her arm. Tharanoth’s presence no longer chafed inside her skull, but she was still chained to that bed.

Detachedly, she wondered whether she ought to panic. Her passenger moved in an endless loop around her brainstem, distant and focused on some task, as it tended to be when she was badly injured. Ysira knew, on some level, that she must be in terrible danger. But the thought didn’t bother her. Warmth enveloped her from head to toe, as though she were submerged in a hot spring. No pain at all. She was perfectly at peace.

“You’re awake. Good.”

It took all Ysira’s energy just to turn her head enough to look at the man standing over her, dressed in a grey-green smock.

Her first thought was of the forged goods and coins she sometimes smuggled for merchant clients. This person resembled a cheap imitation of Tharanoth, built by a lesser craftsman. He had the same pointed ears and ridged skull but appeared much smaller, thin and unimposing, with short white hair and silver skin. His sapphire irises glimmered in ordinary white sclerae.

Though his accent was odd, he spoke Standard. There was something very funny about that. Ysira laughed.

He indulged her with a smile. He motioned at the tube in her arm and remarked, “It’s been a challenge to keep you sedated for any useful length of time. You must forgive me if I interrupt our conversation to titrate your infusion.”

Ysira could not parse a word he’d said. It probably didn’t matter.

She closed her eyes, exhausted, and mumbled, “Who are you?”

“You may call me Doctor Ertagaz. I’ve been filled in on your case.” He leaned toward her. “I’m terribly curious about your condition. You’re extradimensionally insensate, and yet Iyelekirin bonded with you nonetheless.”

“Ee—yeh—” Ysira stumbled over the unfamiliar word. “What?” “Iyelekirin,” the man enunciated. “Your demon. Most of my colleagues call it C4-013, but I’m fond of the Zal nomenclature. So poetic. Did you know it means eternal sunrise? There are precious few records of this one, few enough that it seems my subordinates mistook it for a Category One.”

Iyelekirin. A Zal word. Ysira had gathered as much. This man spoke her own language as though she were incapable of understanding it—and, of course, he was right. A new sensation crept up on her: shame. She managed to rub two fingers together and became aware of a deep ache in her skull.

“If you had the capacity for extradimensional communion, I theorize you could achieve full control of your body at the molecular level.” Ertagaz clicked his tongue. “A waste, really. In an insensate, the demon’s sole mandate is survival. All it can do is restore you to what it perceives as your . . . default.” He gestured up and down at her with a grimace, as if he found her lacking. “Tell me, do you still feel pain?”

Ysira blinked at him, perplexed, but he didn’t wait for an answer. “And what of your son? Was it a difficult birth?”

The way he was looking at her . . . She didn’t like it. As the ache in her head intensified, she found she did remember pain. She had labored for so long with Neri, she lost track of the days and nights. Delivery had felt like being torn in two. And the blood . . .

“We could extract whatever information we need from your mind,” said Ertagaz. “But the brain is an unfathomably complex organ, and telepathic interrogation is an art. None are as masterful as Lord Tharanoth, and even for him, it’s slow and impractical. You’ll save us all a great deal of time and discomfort by answering my questions.”

He made a compelling argument. But something gave Ysira pause. She fought through the fog perfusing her mind, homing in on details of her surroundings like rungs of a ladder back to consciousness.

A ceiling lined with strips of light that made her eyes hurt. A mass of tangled tubes, connected to a panel blinking red and blue beside her. All manner of machinery, unfamiliar and strangely organic in quality, enclosed in a metal box of a room. A door that evoked one of the memories Tharanoth had uncovered—barred shut and heavy enough to contain monsters. This Doctor Ertagaz, pulling up a chair but maintaining a healthy distance from Ysira.

She asked, as it occurred to her, “You’re not a god, are you?”

Ertagaz chuckled. “No. Lord Tharanoth is the one you call a god. I am merely a humble servant, of the same species as his host body.” There was reverence in his tone. He spoke of Tharanoth in a manner Ysira had only heard from the devoutly religious.

“Do you worship him?” The notion struck her as odd. “He told me he would eat the ones who failed him.”

“Lord Tharanoth punishes incompetence,” said Ertagaz. “I serve with distinction.” He cleared his throat. “Questions of godhood aside, my lord is the only one who can help your son.”

Ysira’s muscles tensed. If she concentrated, she found she could move her arms and legs. They met resistance—those shackles. The noise they made seemed to startle Ertagaz. He fiddled with one of the many blinking devices and bliss flooded her veins once more. Ysira’s headache pulsed at the juncture of her spine and skull, a tiny nexus of heat as her demon moved.

“Where is he?” she croaked.

“The demon of the canyon, C5-001, is extremely destructive. It is not safe to handle unless paired with a suitable host, and finding one has proven . . . difficult. Hence, we would prefer not to excise it from Neri.” The name sounded forced from Ertagaz’s lips, condescending, as though he were discussing an inanimate object anthropomorphized by a child. “But he, and by extension C5-001, has proved uncooperative. For the moment, we can contain him, but we cannot safely approach him. We require your cooperation to convince him it’s in his best interests to comply. A, ah . . . mother’s touch.”

Ysira fell automatically back on eleven years of practice. “I’m not his mother.”

“You don’t have to pretend,” said Ertagaz. “And you certainly can’t lie to us.”

It was all Ysira could do not to demand, Does he know? Did you tell him? Does he hate me? Instead, she closed her eyes and shook her head. “I mean he doesn’t see me that way.”

“Whether you acknowledge it or not, it’s apparent that the boy trusts you and that you care for him. Why else would you have gone to such lengths to protect him? Lord Tharanoth has looked inside his mind, too⁠—”

“What,” Ysira choked.

“He respects you, admires you,” Ertagaz went on. “He’s spent his life wishing he knew his mother. He imagines that if he had known her, she might have been someone like you.”

He could have been lying to manipulate her, but it didn’t matter. Ysira heard what he left unsaid. If she refused to cooperate, or if she failed to convince Neri, they would use her against him. Torture her to get him to cooperate. She would never leave this place. They’d experiment on her again and Neri, too⁠—

Her body moved without her input. She jerked violently against her restraints, as if she might break free and strike Ertagaz. Something under the bed cracked.

He flinched and scooted back his chair. He seized hold of the device at her bedside, and this time, his fingers trembled. Another wave of peace washed over Ysira.

It was gone almost as soon as it came.

Ertagaz was keeping her sedated for more than one reason. As her mind cleared and her strength returned, she thought back to the memories Tharanoth had unearthed. The way those armored guards had kept all their Harvested victims at a safe distance. The way Ertagaz’s ilk had slowed their steps when they found Ysira alive. When one had shouted a warning at the other as he approached her. And by the Gate below Zal Fel, from the strangers who’d abducted her, Ysira had heard it in their voices again: Trepidation.

Tharanoth wasn’t afraid of her, but his lackeys were. Ertagaz was.

The doctor did his best to collect himself. “Do you know what radiation sickness is? Seizures, burns, hemorrhage . . . incredible pain. Every time that boy uses C5-001’s power, intentionally or not, it exposes him to an amount of ionizing radiation that would kill most species in minutes.”

Ysira understood about half of what he said. Did he think the jargon would intimidate her?

She kept her tone vacant, sluggish. “But it hasn’t killed him.” She tested her restraints, searching for the right angle to pull.

“Not yet,” Ertagaz conceded. “But it will. Your people are resistant to radiation but not immune. At first, he will recover, but over time, it will take a toll. He will become progressively sicker until in five years, maybe ten, he will develop an incurable cancer and die. He will decay before your eyes. This happened to every individual who hosted this demon before him, without exception. We have the tools to help him, let him live a longer and more comfortable life.”

The words should have frightened her, but . . . both Ertagaz and Tharanoth had been interested in the circumstances of Neri’s birth. His birth—and Ysira’s demon. Because she had stood before the full force of that power they coveted, and unlike the god Nabatar, she had emerged unscathed.

She could not be certain. But because of her demon’s influence on her son’s development, Neri might be uniquely suited to the power he now wielded—more resistant to radiation. Even if he wasn’t fully immune . . . with that kind of power at his command, he would never have to fear, never have to answer to anyone again. He would be undeniable.

Ysira knew what she would choose. She might well be immortal, but a life of helpless insignificance was no life at all. She would tear out her own still-beating heart and freely trade it, if it meant she would not die feeling like this.

And she was done listening.

She let Ertagaz sermonize on as she shifted subtly into position. She clenched her teeth, drew a deep breath through her nose, and wrenched her right hand back. Out. Joints popped, flesh tore. Whatever Ertagaz had been pumping into her with those devices dulled the pain but did not eliminate it. She didn’t let it slow her down. She reached up. Her thumb cracked back into place by the time it was level with Ertagaz’s chest.

He hadn’t expected she’d be capable of this, let alone have the nerve. He tried to stand, stumbling back in shock. Too slow. She seized him by the smock.

“Unlock the restraints.”

He tried to wriggle out of the garment. She yanked him forward, pulling him off balance, and took advantage of the lapse to grab his forearm. Her fingers encircled it, overlapping her thumb. “Now.”

With his free hand, he fumbled for a device at his belt. Ysira’s remaining restraints clicked open. She stood, not letting go of him.

Ertagaz had seemed slightly on the small side, but standing, Ysira proved a head and a half taller. His silvery skin blanched.

“Releasing your restraints triggered the alarm,” he said. “These doors won’t even open for me now. There’s nowhere to run.”

He was still attempting to do something with that device. She seized him by the opposite wrist and yanked it away with a snap. He screamed. Ysira let go, more than a little stunned. His forearm had an extra angle—badly broken. She’d barely touched him. Hadn’t she?

Before the realization could fully dawn on her, Ertagaz tried to bolt. Ysira got in his way, grabbed him by the smock again, and pinned him to the bed. He was lighter than Neri. If he’d tried to stop her, she hadn’t noticed.

“What can I do if you use that fog again?” she demanded. Her demon might have learned immunity to that by now, too, but she couldn’t afford to risk being wrong.

He struggled, grasping ineffectually at her. She forced him around, face-first against the bed, pinning his neck with one hand and his wrist with the other. He cried out, helpless. She swore she could feel the terror radiating off him—terror of her—and a little thrill darted down her spine.

“You’re disposable,” she told him. “That’s why you’re the one in here talking to me, isn’t it? Tharanoth is planning to feed you to your superiors. No one is coming to save you. Answer the question.”

He pointed to his left. She followed his trembling finger to a concave metallic plate on one of the tables. With some effort, he stammered, “We use helmets to keep out radiation planetside. But there’s nowhere to⁠—”

“Let me worry about that,” Ysira said. “Where is Tharanoth?”

“You have no idea what you’re dealing with. You could never understand; your lifespans are so short⁠—”

Ysira shoved him into the wall again. He fought with what must have been all his might. A mild nuisance. “Look at me,” she snarled, “and tell me how you’re feeling about that life expectancy of yours.”

He whimpered.

“How long will it take Tharanoth to get here?”

No answer. Ysira tightened her grip.

“Not long,” Ertagaz gasped. “An hour, maybe two.” “Where are the rest of those parasites?”

“Lady Ileth was in the Fractured Peninsula. Lord Rakalem—don’t know—could still be in Zivora—” Ertagaz was almost too distraught to speak. “Turil . . . I’m not told the details of their plans; I don’t know!”

“Tell me where you’re keeping Neri.”

“I don’t know,” he said yet again, but when she squeezed his shattered wrist, he screamed, “Level seventy-four, with the other Harvested!”

Those words made Ysira see red.

She slammed Ertagaz’s head against the wall, smashing his skull flat on one side. Easy. She was not sure whether she’d actually meant to kill him, but . . . it was so, so easy. He slid to the ground, leaving a smear of brain matter and blood. Red blood, like hers. She did not dwell on that.

She examined the helmet Ertagaz had pointed out and tentatively held it up in front of her face, trying to peer through it. Firm, flexible material slithered over her neck and scalp. After a few seconds of panicked fumbling, she realized she could retract it by pressing on a spot below her ear. Though its smooth, featureless surface was pitch-black from outside, she beheld her surroundings with perfect clarity. It limited her peripheral vision and smelled of something pungent, but she could breathe. More importantly, it protected the base of her skull—her demon—from external trauma.

She searched for an exit, finding only that sealed metal door to what she assumed was the rest of the . . . they’d called this sky-bound structure a station. There appeared to be no other routes outside besides another compartment for dirty clothes, labeled with a pictogram like the one in her washroom. A pile of bloody fabric lay in a heap below.

Ysira stuck her hand into the chute, feeling around. A sucking sensation pulled at her skin. She might have to dislocate a shoulder, but she could fit in there.

It was a foolhardy course of action, and she had no real plan, but what else was she to do? Wait for Tharanoth to return and extract

more of her memories? Do exactly what he’d asked of her and sit at his beck and call? Let him do as he pleased with Neri?

Not a chance.

She would not allow her child to suffer at the hands of these monsters. Neri would not endure what she had. She’d kill everyone on this vessel before she let that happen.

And if her captors hadn’t expected her to break her own hand to get out of her shackles, they would never anticipate her to try something like this. They had no idea how badly she could be broken and still survive.

Ysira was almost grinning as she climbed into the chute feet-first—and dropped.
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When Ysira’s vision faded in from a red blur, she was sitting in a pile of soiled laundry. No, sitting was the wrong word.

Something—several things—had ruptured. Bones snapped back into place. She coughed up a mouthful of blood. Her passenger writhed and worked, unmistakably incensed with her.

It took another several minutes to regain her full range of motion. She collected the helmet from where it had landed beside her and climbed unsteadily to her knees, then her feet. She’d fallen into an enormous metal bin beneath a gaping black chute. At first, the greater area called to mind the docks below Zivora—vast and brown and creaking, smelling of age and industry—but the walls vibrated with an off-kilter thrum, blasting heated air from invisible vents, almost as though they breathed. As though she’d been swallowed whole, soon to be digested, by some monstrous beast.

A horrified exclamation escaped her as a bundle of filthy clothing dropped from above. Peeling a pair of someone’s drawers off her head, she scrambled out of the way and leapt to the grated floor. Her fresh, silken clothing was torn and stained. She’d lost her pants, which was just as well, because it seemed she’d soiled herself in the fall.

Grumbling under her breath, she dug through the bin for something intact to wear. She did not relish the notion of roaming these corridors unarmed and unclothed.

By the sheer volume of laundry, this vessel had to be home to hundreds, if not thousands, of people. But it proved a struggle to find anything in her size. Ysira was tall, and generous in the hips and chest but not unusually so. Every blasted item of clothing in this bin seemed made for the likes of Ertagaz—short, narrow, and delicate. When she finally found pants that fit over her thighs, they barely covered her knees.

Tharanoth and the other gods aside, was everyone on the station like Ertagaz? Perhaps long-lived, as he’d implied, but so very breakable? A slow, vicious smile tugged at the corners of Ysira’s mouth.

She put her helmet back on and searched the area, an unsettling blend of the otherworldly and the ordinary. For every detail that reminded her of home—tools, clothing, machinery—she encountered several for which she had no name. She trusted nothing and touched as little as possible, choosing the most familiar, least organic-looking thing available for a weapon: a short, sturdy hammer. She jogged along the grated floor, tossing it hand to hand, once again marveling at how light and swift she felt.

At the end of the grated walkway, she located a set of doors and, between them, a smooth panel covered in shapes and numbers. Though she recognized the numbering system, she could not discern its purpose. When she tapped a number at random, the panel shifted to show a pictogram of an eye.

She was still trying to make sense of it when the doors scrolled apart.

The woman inside wore a high-collared grey uniform. She looked similar to Ertagaz: a smaller, weaker version of the Zivoran gods. Emerald eyes went wide when she saw Ysira. She stumbled back. Ysira stepped into the tiny, windowless room, and the doors slid shut behind her.

The woman lifted her wrist to her lips, speaking rapidly into a device. “It got out.” She backed into a corner, as far from Ysira as the cramped space would allow. “Repeat, it got out⁠—”

Ysira snatched the device away and pinned the woman to the wall—gently. She couldn’t kill this one just yet.

“Show me how to get to level seventy-four.”

“You c-can’t,” the woman stammered. “Your biometrics aren’t in the system.” Her gaze darted sideways to the panel of numbers.

Ysira pointed at the eye. “What does that mean?”

“I am a servant of the Firstborn Empire. You’ll have to kill me first.” Ysira twisted the woman’s arm behind her back until the shoulder dislocated. She screamed yet still refused to answer. But Ysira had enough information—and the woman’s terror—on which to make an educated guess.

“Hold still.”

Ysira held her by the neck with one hand, steadying her face as she pried open her eyelids. The woman choked and struggled uselessly with her good arm, left eye wide with horror as Ysira scooped out the right. The optic nerve tore, insubstantial as a spiderweb. She put the eyeball in her breast pocket. Then she slammed the woman against the wall like she’d done to Ertagaz.

Ysira returned to the panel and pressed the number 7, then 4. She held up the eyeball when prompted. The room—the elevator, though this was far different from the docks in Zivora—shot up.

The doors opened on a dark corridor, similar to the one near where Ysira had awoken. She stepped out, clutching the hammer, her every nerve alight and trembling.

She caught the first two men by surprise. They wore uniforms like the one behind her, whose remains still dripped down the walls. One let out a strangled yell. The other lunged. She shoved him. He hit the wall with a crunch and slid bonelessly to the floor.

His fellow stumbled. Before he could reach for a weapon, Ysira swung the hammer at him. It caved in his chest. Stuck there as he gurgled and died. She wrenched the hammer free. Half a ribcage came with it, shredded meat and fabric hanging off the bone.

“Drop it!” screamed a third man, though his face had gone stark white. “On your knees!”

A team of six flooded into the corridor after him, all small and slender with ridged faces and pointed ears. They pointed short, cylindrical devices at her. Clearly some sort of weapon. The way they sighted her evoked archers choosing a target. But where was the projectile? How would it reach her? The man’s confidence gave her pause.

She ran at him anyway. There was a noise like the thrum of a low-pitched instrument. Something hot and bright struck her in the stomach. He hadn’t touched her, hadn’t even moved. But she’d endured far worse than this. She shrugged off four more projectiles—several missed, as if they’d been too slow to sight her—and closed the distance.

Ysira had learned to fight in ankle-deep sand and heavy armor, under a vicious sun, against opponents two at a time and twice her size. In Zivora, that made her an above-average threat. Here . . . she moved between opponents moment to moment, breath to breath. She ducked and wove and spun, throwing them in front of each other’s weapons, shattering bones, not pausing until she reached the other end of the hall.

They hadn’t touched her. They never stood a chance.

Ysira broke the neck of the last man standing—one swift jerk that left his head hanging by scraps of sinew. As her passenger healed the cuts on her hands from his fragmented spine, she picked up his weapon. She quickly deduced how it worked, copying the motions she’d watched the others take.

A second team advanced around the corner. She turned the weapon on them. It proved intuitive. Projectiles of bright yellow light scorched limbs, melted innards. They died screaming, and all Ysira could think was Good.

At the end of the hall, she limped into a vast open area, dragging her left leg as a ragged hole in her thigh knitted shut. The lights were so bright, she had to squint and shield her eyes. The area reeked of death—not natural decay but the way a corpse smelled after Ogden had stripped it and scrubbed it with lye. The stench of something sterile masking irreversible rot.

It stopped her in her tracks. And then . . . She remembered.

Tharanoth hadn’t dwelled on this memory; she hadn’t stayed on this station long before they moved her back to the canyon, but perhaps he’d knocked it loose when he was digging around in her head. Perhaps it was simply the shock of standing there again, eleven years later.

Every citizen of Zivora had asked themselves these questions: Where do the Harvested go? What happens to them? Ysira had long had her suspicions, and she’d already been forced to relive her own fate. But never in a thousand years could she have put words to this—at last, the answer.

It would have broken her to try.

A maze of box-shaped cells, glass walls streaked with dirt and grease. People riddled with tumors, gasping for air, clutching frozen, blackened appendages. A man with eight limbs, splayed on the ground like a spider. A woman slowly roasting beneath a poisonous orange light, the air around her rippling with heat. Someone who appeared to be growing an exoskeleton, sobbing against the wall of their cage. A pile of corpses—or was one still breathing?—melded together and mutilated beyond recognition.

In the cage beside the corpses, a little girl put her hand against the glass. She was no more than six years old, with a shaved head and a large birthmark on her cheek. Her empty eye sockets were ragged and bloody, but she appeared to sense Ysira’s presence. She opened her mouth as if to speak—or to scream—but only a stump remained of her tongue.

Ysira shot the cage. The brilliant gold projectile dissipated into the glass, harmless. She tried the hammer next, then her fists, beating against the barrier until her muscles trembled and she realized it was futile. She couldn’t free them. These prisoners had to be held by the highest security measures, because they were her people. The Harvested. So much stronger than the monsters who kept them there, and rendered helpless all the same.

The girl turned her back on Ysira and sat. Shoulders slumped. Defeated.

Don’t stay, don’t look, you can’t help, find Neri. Ysira dragged herself away, repeating the words in a vain attempt to drown out everything else. Find Neri. Find Neri. Find Neri.

What if she was too late? She began to run. She had to check every cage before she moved on, had to be certain. She found no sign of him. Unless⁠—

Her heart shuddered and skipped a beat. The lone individual outside a cage had been pulled apart to the point they were barely recognizable as human—yet still alive. Attached to a myriad of tiny silver nodes, they had been made into a web of their own components. Their eyes, pulled far outside their skull, beheld Ysira with a horror so profound, she could not look away.

Blue eyes. Not Neri’s.

Ysira had bitten through her lip so hard, she tasted blood. She summoned the will to do what she’d have wanted for herself. She turned her weapon on the thing that had been a person and fired at every exposed organ and artery, until horror faded to a silent, final relief.

The next team of soldiers caught her off guard. Projectiles struck her twice. Three times. The pain was nothing compared to the blistering rage inside her. She slaughtered them one by one. When her stolen weapon stopped working and she lost track of the hammer, she used her bare hands. After a while, she stopped running. It made no difference. They caught her, and she killed them.

Let them see exactly what kind of monster they created.

When there was one man left alive, she bladed her fingers and jammed them into his abdomen, rupturing flesh and connective tissue. She grabbed a fistful of his intestines while he screamed, and she wrenched. His eyes rolled back in his head—he was going to black out from pain and blood loss, but no, he needed to stay awake, he needed to look at her while he died and know there was nothing he could do to⁠—

But he was already gone. Ysira drove her fist into his skull again and again, again, until nothing remained but pulp and shattered bone. Her ears rang. Her vision blurred. It wasn’t enough. It would never be enough. She could have destroyed an entire world, made a thousand of those uncounted suns go dark, and still it would not be enough.

She was sick inside her helmet. Ripped it off so she could breathe again. On her knees in that pool of blood and sick, a scream tore its way up through her chest. She screamed until her throat was raw, until she could do nothing but sob.

Find Neri. Find Neri. Find Neri.

She staggered to her feet.

Eventually, she found a pointed-eared woman who was unarmed, cowering under a table. Her black hair hung loose around her face, framing terrified rose-quartz eyes, and she wore a smock like Ertagaz’s.

Ysira centered herself, let that red haze recede. Then she dragged the woman out by the shirt.

“Don’t hurt me!” she shrieked. “I’m a researcher, not a soldier. I’m just a scientist⁠—”

“Get up.” Ysira’s voice came out hoarse. “Tell me where you’re keeping the boy.”

“You have no idea what you’re dealing with—” the woman started to say, but Ysira lifted her by the front of her smock and let her flail.

“You people keep saying that,” Ysira snapped. “I think you have it backward. Where is he?”

“They’ve ordered his transfer planetside, back to the Zal Fel base.” The scientist spoke very quickly. “C5-001 is too volatile. There are ten thousand people on this station and if he blows a hole in it we’re all dead.”

“Take me to him.”

Ysira held the scientist by the collar as she led her through the complex. Ysira’s fingers encircled her neck; it would take little effort to break it. The scientist seemed all too aware of this. Trembling, she brought Ysira to a transparent enclosure sequestered from the rest, where a frail, black-haired boy sat on the floor—awake and apparently unharmed. Neri stood and limped toward them as they approached.

“Release him,” said Ysira.

The scientist complied. The enclosure’s front wall slid away with a hiss, and Neri rushed into the open. For a terrifying moment, Ysira worried he’d try to embrace her. Instead, he looked her up and down with frightened, bright red eyes. She was covered in blood, some still wet, some forming a stiff crust on her clothing.

“What’s going on?” Neri asked. “Where were you? Are you all right? Why⁠—”

“No time.” Ysira seized the scientist as she tried to slink away. “I’m not done with you yet.”

“Please,” she moaned. “I did what you asked.”

Ysira dug her fingers into the woman’s arm with almost enough force to splinter the delicate bones. “You’re in no position to bargain. Show me the way out.”

The scientist bleated on about something Ysira didn’t understand. An awful noise sounded overhead, a blaring howl that could only be some kind of warning. The overhead lights flashed, splashing the walls and floor with red, and Ysira’s patience ran out. She squeezed until the scientist’s humerus was wet gravel and she screamed.

Ysira felt nothing at all. “Show us the way out, or I break every bone in your body one by one.” She grabbed the scientist by the neck and urged her onward. To Neri she said sharply, “Stay close and follow me.”

The boy didn’t move. Those vivid eyes held so much fear as they took in the wounded, sobbing scientist, the gore on Ysira’s clothes, and their alien surroundings. She made her voice gentler, though no less urgent. “Neri. These people—I don’t know what they’ve told you, but they mean to hurt you. They have hurt all of us for hundreds of years. Their weapons can’t kill me, but they can kill you. And they will.”

“Should I—should I use the demon?” he asked.

“No,” Ysira snapped, harsh enough to wound, but she needed him to listen. “Not unless we have no other choice.” If the scientist was worried about Neri blowing a hole in the station, so was Ysira. She couldn’t afford such an unpredictable variable.

Not yet.

“You let me handle this,” Ysira said. “But we need to go.”

From there they ran, as quickly as Neri’s foot and the scientist’s limited body would allow. She showed them to a high-ceilinged chamber with six massive gates, each as tall and broad as the front doors of the White Cathedral. Ysira stomped on the scientist’s ankle so she couldn’t flee, ordered Neri to hide around the corner, and dashed ahead to dispatch scattered resistance.

When the last of them lay dying, a dent in his chest shaped like Ysira’s fist . . . she looked up at Neri. His face was rigid, expression far away.

She hated that he’d had to witness this. He would never be the same again. Ged’s fault, she told herself. Tharanoth’s fault. Another, louder voice echoed over and over in the back of her head: My fault.

She tuned it out. She dragged the scientist across the blood-slick floor, forcing her to hobble on one foot, until they reached the first gate. There, the scientist used another panel to scan her eye. The gate rose without a sound to reveal a strange vessel.

Neri croaked, “Is that a boat?”

It resembled one, if only in the way a cactus resembled a yucca plant. Sleek, pale, and oblong, it had fins like a deepriver fish and no visible deck.

“That will take us back?” Ysira asked the scientist.

“You won’t be able to control the navigator,” she said instead of answering.

Ysira hadn’t the faintest idea what she was talking about. “Then you’re coming along.”

“It’s forbidden to me!” the scientist screamed at her. “I can’t.”

“You’re going to try.” Ysira jabbed her in the small of her back, urging her forward, ignoring the dread that gnawed at her insides.

The craft’s interior was compact, no bigger than Ysira’s bedroom in Ogden’s clinic. A padded chair sat embedded in the back wall. At the front—the part resembling a fish’s nose—lay a translucent, crescent-shaped table arrayed with shifting symbols, and beneath it, a closed compartment approximately the length of a human torso. Protruding from its end . . .

A human brain.

In Ogden’s service, Ysira had seen her share of them. She had removed a few from skulls herself, dissected them and learned their basic anatomy. This one still pulsed, not dead at all, nerves linked to a glowing bulb atop the crescent, spindly metal rods protruding from the grey matter like a spider’s legs.

“It’s still alive. No. Oh, no—” Neri broke off with a shuddering breath.

Don’t look, Ysira’s subconscious screamed at her. Just use the ship, don’t think about it, don’t look⁠—

“What is it?” Neri demanded of the scientist, with unusual force. He pressed a hand to his head as though plagued by a terrible sound.

“The navigator.” The scientist spoke wearily. “A telepathic consciousness, merged with the ship. It’s necessary to travel through the Source.”

Ysira ripped open the compartment. A man lay there—no, a boy; he couldn’t be much older than Neri—limbs amputated, brain exposed, connected to a latticework of tubes and wires. His flesh melded with the ship itself. He appeared to be asleep, eyes closed, but Neri clutched his head and mumbled, “No no no . . .”

Nausea churned in Ysira’s gut with unprecedented violence. “You—” Her throat burned. “You Harvest us. For this.”

The scientist reached over and shut the compartment. “Faster-than-light travel is the most valuable resource in the universe.” The look on her face conveyed a simple plea: What else would you have us do? As if this were inevitable, and worse—mundane.

“Tell it to take us home.” Ysira choked down bile. “Back to the Scar.” The scientist stared blankly at her.

“The canyon,” Ysira snapped. “The enormous red mark in the middle of the desert. You can’t miss it.”

The scientist hesitated. But she pressed her palm against a screen beside the brain—the navigator—and entered a series of commands. “Approximate coordinates are set.” She pointed at a red panel in the center of the crescent. “Press here and you’ll eject. Now please let

me go.”

“Not just yet,” said Ysira.

“There’s only one crash couch.” The scientist’s voice rose in pitch. Her gaze whipped toward the padded seat. “There’s no room for us all, and I can’t survive on your planet⁠—”

“How does it work?” Ysira pointed at Neri. “Would it keep him safe if the landing goes badly?”

“You could survive a dead fall from orbit in that couch,” said the scientist. “But⁠—”

“Show him how to get in it,” said Ysira. “Then open the doors.” “What about you?” the scientist begged. “What about me?”

“You have two choices,” said Ysira. “One: you do what I tell you and take your chances. Two: you refuse, and I crush your skull right now.”

Tears streamed down the scientist’s cheeks, but she did as she was commanded. Ysira watched and waited, terrified and doing her utmost to pretend she wasn’t, as the alarms outside blared and time trickled away. At last, the far doors opened, revealing the blue-green sphere of Celes Lor amid a field of stars.

The moment Tharanoth arrived, Ysira knew it from the way Neri, now strapped into the couch, gasped. The way the navigator twitched and pulsed as though thrashing in fear. A deep, acidic ache built in Ysira’s chest.

The scientist fell prostrate on the floor before the front window. Her shoulders shook with quiet sobs, and a terrified refrain that sounded like “Forgive me, forgive me, forgive me.”

Ysira braced a hand against the crescent table to conceal her shaking. Beyond, the god stood with a dozen soldiers at his back. He towered over them, still as a pale statue. His eyes met Ysira’s, and she forced herself to hold his gaze, defiant.

Tharanoth lifted a device to his lips. His words echoed through the inside of the craft, clear as if he stood beside her. “I can control the navigator from here. You’ll never reach the planet’s surface alive.” As if to emphasize his point, the brain quivered and spasmed. “I’m giving you one last chance. Come out, and we’ll talk.”

Ysira felt Neri’s eyes on her. She gathered herself and said, “We’re not going anywhere.”

Tharanoth’s face tightened, almost imperceptibly. From that, Ysira gathered he could hear her. Good.

“My subjects,” he said, “have led you to believe you have the upper hand. You do not. I am eternal. You cannot comprehend what I can do.”

“You’re a monster,” said Ysira. “I won’t help you devour my world.” “A monster?” Tharanoth laughed—a hollow, inhuman sound. “You’ve no idea how right you are. This veneer of civilization has been for your benefit. Make no mistake: we are monsters. And I am your god.”

But he wasn’t. Ysira had cared little for his Church even before her Harvest. He might be powerful, a nigh-invulnerable body hosting a dangerous demon . . . but that was also true of Ysira. There was nothing—nothing—that separated him from her in any meaningful way. Nothing but the world from whence they came.

“You took my life,” Ysira said. “You tortured me. You tried to kill me and made me claw my way out of a grave.” Her voice nearly broke before she could finish. “I am going to destroy you.”

Covered in the blood of Tharanoth’s servants, staring him down amidst the evidence of what he’d done to her, she knew—surely as she’d ever known anything—that she would not rest until he was dust. He stared back, flat and inscrutable as the unknown dark. His mind pushed against Ysira’s. Her passenger warned her, the feeling familiar now, and she shuttered him out. Her defenses wouldn’t last, but she could keep him at bay long enough. He couldn’t control both her and the navigator.

When something finally flickered in those emerald eyes, she recognized it: hate.

“Maggot,” he hissed. “I will burn everything you ever loved to the ground. I will inflict torment on your species such as you cannot fathom.” He licked his lips. His eyelids clicked together. “I will hunt you down and dissect you piece by piece, after I cook and eat your child in front of you. Ysira.”

“Not Ysira. Not to you.” She matched his awful gaze, heart pounding. “Var Naktis.”

For the first time, she claimed the title of the valak. Telepath or not, mistake or not, she bore a demon. Not just a passenger but a demon, and now she knew its name: Iyelekirin. She wielded tremendous power, and the evidence was all around them.

“You parasites may think you know what pain is. You think you know fear. You think you know despair.” Ysira lowered her voice. “You know nothing. But you’ll learn.”

Seconds dragged by in leaden silence. Tharanoth stared at Ysira, and she stared back.

“You have made,” he said at last, very soft, “a grievous error.” She shook her head. “The error was yours.”

She slammed her hand down against the ejection panel. The craft shot forward. Before Tharanoth could force the navigator to do anything, she turned to the exposed brain, cupped it between her hands, and squeezed.

“No!” the scientist screamed.

The craft disengaged from its dock, and they hurtled down, rudderless, to the vast expanse of red below.
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JACEN

When Jacen woke, he did not know where he was. The aftermath of Akkani’s psychic assault had driven him to unconsciousness, and he still felt hollow, like the scraped-out carcass of something left to die in the desert. The stench of urine burned his nostrils. The walls loomed dark and grey, his confines claustrophobic as a grave. When he tried to stand, he stumbled sideways into the wall.

Like a knife between his ribs, memory returned to him.

Jacen had been an instrument of the very thing he professed to fight—a servant of demons. It was everything he’d feared and worse. His whole world was a lie, and his life’s work meant nothing.

He’d made a bloody mess of everything. Akkani would be after all the members of Ged’s coup, Ogden and Ysira, and Seth. And Nines, who’d done nothing but exist in the wrong place at the wrong time. The realization hit Jacen with the force of a sandstorm, shoving him under. He slumped to the floor. The cell smelled like death. He buried his face in his sleeve, eyes watering. The stench proved impossible to get used to, but then, he had no way of knowing how long he’d been left to rot, only the nagging suspicion that it had been far too long. Or perhaps he’d already lost his mind.

He squinted up at the shadows of three guards who watched him like vultures. No metal slab to block out the light for him, no blessed darkness. As reason failed him and withdrawal gnawed at the edges of his sanity, he let himself do some undignified things. He punched the walls. Kicked over his waste bucket. Shouted obscenities at the guards. He could have sworn they were taunting him, laughing as he slipped into delirium.

Bugs scurried about the periphery of his vision. Little black dots darted up the walls and disappeared when he turned to look. Before long, they crawled all over his legs and torso. He scratched his skin raw trying to get them off, to no avail. Cold, stinging sweat slicked his body. He could not stop shaking. He’d never been so sick in his life. Was this what Ogden had warned him about? Was he dying? Did he care?

At some point, he must have had a seizure, because he came to facedown on the floor with vomit caked in his hair. His nose was bloodied and throbbing, certainly broken.

Jacen sensed someone standing in the corner, on the border of his line of sight. He expected them to disappear like the bugs, but⁠—

When he saw Elyas, Jacen thought it must be the end. As a priest, he had stood vigil over enough deathbeds to know such visions were common. He’d called them harbingers of a reunion in paradise, a comfort to the dying. But that, too, was just another lie. This specter had to be another figment of his imagination, come to torment him.

Jacen’s former apprentice slouched against the wall, arms crossed, one foot hooked over the other. Elyas appeared as he had the day he’d died, nineteen years old and possessed of a reckless arrogance found only in the very young and talented. Shaggy dark hair cast his disdainful face in shadow, but his eyes glimmered like beacons. They were a bright, alien amber, no longer pale—the sign he’d made the irreversible decision to integrate with a demon.

“What’s the matter?” said the hallucination. “Not happy to see me?” “You’re not real,” Jacen croaked. “Go away.”

“I don’t mean to gloat—actually, yes, I do. How does it feel to have ruined your own life? You thought you’d secure yourself a seat on the Council by turning me in, and instead, it cost you everything. You should have been Chief Exorcist, instead of that idiot Lev. But look at you now.”

Jacen was silent. If he pretended not to hear Elyas, perhaps he’d disappear.

“I heard you took another novitiate. Are you teaching her the same way you taught me?”

“You have no grounds on which to judge me,” Jacen burst out. “You got people killed, your own Brothers and Sisters. What was I supposed to do? For gods’ sake, you had integrated with a demon.”

Integration. The threshold after which not even exorcism—nothing but death itself—could separate demon from host. It must be crossed to access a demon’s full power. That crossing must be voluntary, but it could not be undone. It was the ultimate surrender of the soul, the gravest possible sin.

“I made mistakes,” said Elyas. “I owned them. And I chose integration because I knew, after what I’d seen, that there could be no going back. Everything I did, I did to save our people. What have you done for them? How many have you given to the Harvest? Scores? Hundreds?”

“If I could take it back,” Jacen rasped, “I would.”

“That’s the problem, isn’t it? You can’t take it back. It’s done. They’re all gone. I’m gone. We’re nothing but dust now. You will never make amends with us.”

“I’m sorry,” Jacen said anyway. He said it to the walls, just to get the words out. “I am so, so sorry.” Then: “Am I dying?”

Elyas shrugged. “What do you care?”

In the last five miserable years, Jacen had tried to end his life once—had every intention of doing it; cut one of his wrists and watched himself bleed out. But once he had begun to feel lightheaded, he panicked, stanched the bleeding long enough to see a healer. He’d told her he broke a window and told himself she believed him.

“Why didn’t you try again?” asked Elyas. “Try a little harder?” “Don’t you think I considered it? If I—” Jacen’s voice failed him. “If I were convinced that death was nothing but oblivion, I would have met it gladly. But the gods promise eternity to their faithful, and what have I ever been if not”—he had to spit out the last words—“fucking faithful?”

“That was a lie,” said Elyas. “You’ve known it for a long while.” “Maybe.” Jacen took a steadying breath. “But the fact remains that we know nothing about our reality. We don’t know what makes a human soul.” He met Elyas’s terrible gaze. Those amber eyes glimmered, two bright holes in the grey darkness. “And I felt you die, remember? I. Felt. You. Die.”

Just once, Jacen had broken that most important rule. His guilt had been unendurable, and he’d decided he owed it to his novitiate, whose life he had sacrificed on the altar of belief.

He had felt Elyas die—and there had been no pain. No trace of the unending agony he’d been taught awaited the demon-possessed. Nor had he found that crushing oblivion, said to drive men to madness.

Jacen had felt only peace. It was as though, in a moment, everything was healed. Was it the continuation of existence or a final farewell? He might never be sure. But he’d come away knowing one thing for certain.

“We were all taught a lie.”

“That doesn’t mean there is no truth.”

“Then what is the truth?” Jacen asked helplessly.

Elyas scoffed. “I’m not going to tell you. Believing what you’re told is how you got into this mess.” He straightened and began to walk toward Jacen. “There’s a path before you, and a choice. You already know where to start. Find the Shrouded City and you’ll find the truth.” He stopped when they were face-to-face. “You can lie here and rot—or you can stand up and follow it.”
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YSIRA

Ysira clawed her way out of the burning wreckage as skin and fat melted from her bones. As they fell from the sky, she had watched the station fade behind them, its true scale apparent for a fleeting moment: an impossibly massive sphere, large enough to create an eclipse. Now she fixed her eyes on the horizon, an anchor through the pain, as the crescent-darkened sun sank below it.

Neri was a trembling shadow in her peripheral vision, crouched on the sand in shock but unharmed. The scientist hadn’t lied. Neri had been ejected from the craft as they plummeted to earth, tangled like a spider’s prey in strange white foam, which now shriveled in the heat. The scientist and the navigator—that thing—had long since burned to ash. Even if Ysira had been capable of saving them—even if she hadn’t lain there for what felt like hours, delirious with agony as her demon knitted her back together—she would not have tried. She smelled the scientist’s charred flesh on the air, blended with her own, and hoped her suffering had been long.

They had landed somewhere south of Zivora, in the eclipse’s penumbra. The lonely, long-dormant volcano called Otavok was a dark mass on the red horizon. Rust-colored pebbles skipped along the cracked plain with the wind, harbingers of a dust storm brewing in the distance.

The storm was a gift; it would conceal their whereabouts, but when these winds picked up, they could flay skin from bone.

Ysira dug through the smoldering wreckage, searching for anything useful. She gritted her teeth through the blistering of her palms and the singeing of her already-tattered clothes. She would heal and there was no time. She salvaged meager provisions: a handful of tacky rectangles that smelled vaguely like food, a canister of hot water, and a box of medical supplies—some of which she recognized.

Ysira used rolls of gauze to wrap Neri’s and her own bare feet. With the sharp metal tools, she removed the chip beneath his consecration scar. If only she’d known to do this the day Casandra died. Neri held out his arm for Ysira with no reaction, even when she cauterized the wound with a scalding piece of wreckage.

“They’ll know there’s a good chance we survived.” Ysira tossed Neri’s chip into the embers. “We need to find shelter first, then⁠—”

“Who’s feeding Dusty and Sparrow?” Neri finally blurted.

Ysira started to check his pupils, concerned about a head injury, but he said, “My cats.”

“Your—” Ysira opened her mouth, then shut it. “Seth will care of them.”

“He won’t,” said Neri, in a hollow voice. “Tharanoth was inside my head. They’ll be looking for Seth because of me.”

Whatever Tharanoth had subjected him to must have been more invasive than what he’d done to Ysira. She wrestled back her revulsion enough to say, “They’ll be looking for us first. We can still get to the Shrouded City, but we have to go now.”

She touched Neri’s shoulder. The gesture felt awkward, artificial, and it seemed to alarm him. She withdrew her hand. “Seth is the best warrior I’ve ever known. He can take care of himself. And your cats . . .” Ysira knew precious little about cats. “They’re resourceful.”

Neri looked like he might be sick, before his face went horribly blank once more. “They got inside your head too, right? They know where we’re going.”

“They might guess, but they can’t know where the Shrouded City is.

Have you ever heard of a telepathic trigger?” No answer.

“The Church uses a very basic version on acolytes when they erase their names,” Ysira explained. “It’s not permanent. When the name is told to them again, it’s like it was never forgotten.” She struggled to recall the way Elyas had put it. “My friend placed a trigger inside my mind, too. It will reveal the way to the Shrouded City. Tharanoth can’t have seen it, because I don’t know what it is.”

“Then how will you find it?”

“I’ll know it when I see it. And I know where to look.” They were far from the deepriver, but alternatives remained. “We have to find a place where the wind stands still.”

Think of it as a key, Elyas had said. A necessary safeguard, in case she were to be telepathically interrogated. The Shrouded City had hidden from the Church for longer than she had been alive. She and Neri would be safe there. They had to be.

Six years had passed since Elyas told her how to find the triggers, scattered throughout the Scar, but Ysira had never forgotten. How many times had she imagined making this journey? How many times had she changed her mind out of cowardice or jadedness or simple inertia?

Dozens, probably. But the time for that was done.

“Come on, before the storm picks up.” She offered Neri a hand and pulled him to his feet. “If you’re angry—at the gods, at me, at your father, I don’t care—use that. If you want to see Seth again, or your cats, use that. Let it bury the fear.”

If Neri took her words to heart, he did not show it.

As for Ysira . . . she would use vengeance. Nothing else mattered now. As they trekked through the endless desert, headed north, she began to plot.

Ten thousand people on this station, the scientist had said. Zivora had two million, some of them far better warriors than Ysira, and she had proven that she alone was worth twenty of the so-called Firstborn Empire’s soldiers. The rebels of the Shrouded City had never tested Zivora’s might, never dared to truly try, but circumstances had changed.

There had to be a way back to the station. The people who’d shot at Ysira, in the fortress under Zal Fel by the Gate—they must know. What was it they’d said before she lost consciousness? Call a transport. If Ysira could get just a dozen people up there with proper equipment and preparation . . . behind Neri, in full control of his demon’s power . . . she had hope now, blending with fury like fire in her veins.

The wind intensified. In the gathering dust, Neri began to wheeze. As the storm swelled at their heels, Ysira worried she’d been mistaken. But then, at last, she saw it—a cluster of mushroom-shaped rock formations, huddled together like petrified giants. The people of the Scar had marked many such places, never more than a day’s journey apart from one another. They had marked the chalky stone with their writings and pictograms through the ages, untouched by centuries of stillness. The earth vibrated, and beyond, the billowing dust rose like the world was folding in two.

Between the rocks, though, the winds stood still.

Ysira and Neri made camp in a hollow at the center of the space, where the air had a muffled quality. The storm roared outside. Whether it was by some bizarre natural phenomenon or lost technology, Ysira could not say, but she had no trouble hearing Neri as he said hoarsely, “Are we in the right place?”

He was still short of breath. Though he tried to hide it from her, she noticed him flexing his bad foot, massaging the connecting muscles as if they caused him pain.

“I was told any of these places would have an image, maybe something in writing to activate the trigger.” Ysira paced around the hollow, examining the rock faces. One line, indeed, stood out to her: blood-red jedaat glyphs, fresher than the rest, drawn large and bold.

She couldn’t read it. The door in her mind remained locked.

The language barrier made sense, another safeguard to protect the Shrouded City from outsiders. But Elyas had known perfectly well Ysira couldn’t read the jedaat. She might have had options if she’d been a priest like him, or if she’d remained in the Knots, but as an orphan in the Citadel, what was she supposed to do? Whether she spoke the language or not, she had a right to be there. Didn’t she?

Something occurred to her. “Neri. Can you read that?”

He startled at the sound of his name. He’d been lost in thought, tracing directionless patterns in the sand. He had to climb shakily to his feet and squint up close to read the glyphs. His lips moved as he puzzled it out.

“In darkness . . . silence?” He shook his head in defeat, or perhaps fatigue. “I’m not sure.”

Relief flooded Ysira, because she knew those words. “It’s a proverb.” She fixated on the glyphs as she recalled, “Esh te aksena. Devak te istil. Atyun te atsokun.”

Darkness is refuge. Chaos is clarity. Power is freedom.

At first, it appeared nothing had happened, but when she looked around the hollow again—like a flame in her mind struck suddenly into existence—she knew where to go.

From the western slopes of Mount Otavok, they would descend into the caldera. From there, more triggers had been placed along the path—more safeguards, in case she were waylaid—and at its end, she would find the Shrouded City.

She clung to the words she’d spoken: Power is freedom. Their strength would be their deliverance.

“We’re going to the volcano,” Ysira told Neri. “It’s about three days’ journey from here.”

The distance was a good deal farther than ideal, especially with such paltry supplies. But if Neri found the prospect daunting, he didn’t say so. If he had wept, if he had felt anything at all since they crashed, he had done his utmost not to let Ysira see it.

Another coughing fit overcame him, forcing him to sit. When it passed, he croaked, “That’s where the Shrouded City is?”

“Yes.”

“Will we make it?”

Ysira pressed her lips together. “We have to.”

Neri pondered that, staring off into the distance as if he might see Mount Otavok through the swirling sands. “What will we do there?”

Ysira took a breath, then said, “We prepare for the fight of our lives.” Neri looked sick, drained, as though the very life had been sucked out of him. But he nodded. He pointed up at the dust-covered sky, indicating the station and the stars beyond. “Did you know about . . .

all that?”

“I knew some of it. Not everything.” Ysira hesitated. “We need to talk about your demon.”

Neri’s narrow shoulders hunched. He shifted in the sand and hugged his knees to his chest.

“On the station, before I found you,” Ysira went on, “why didn’t you use it against them?”

It took him too long to answer. “I did. I—I think I killed some of them. But I didn’t decide to, and it was hard to stop. The more power I used, the deeper I went, and the closer I came to . . .” He struggled to describe it. “A door. And if I opened the door—if I let it in⁠—”

“The point of no return,” Ysira inferred. “Integration.” “Is it like that with yours?”

“It’s different for me,” Ysira admitted. “I’m not a telepath. I may not be capable of integration.”

“I don’t want to do it,” Neri said.

Ysira’s stomach tightened. Now that she’d seen the true nature of the enemy they faced . . . Without plumbing the depths of this demon’s power, would they stand a chance?

“You said we would find an exorcist.” Neri’s tone bordered on frantic. “You said⁠—”

“No one will force you,” Ysira said. “This is your decision. But before, there was so much we didn’t know. And now⁠—”

Neri didn’t let her finish. “I’m not stupid. I know I might be the only one who can hurt them. But I don’t even know if I could integrate, because it’s all so hard to make sense of. I’m not strong enough.” His face contorted. “I am strong enough to know there’s a lot you still haven’t told me, and you know I’m a telepath, so I don’t have to pretend I don’t realize it.”

That had to be frustrating—to have the ability to suss out untruths but not enough to discern their nature.

Ysira knew what had to come next. She had been over this in her head again and again, desperate for an alternative. But everything had changed, and now, so must this.

“You’re right,” she said. “And before I ask you to do anything, I owe you the full truth.”

Neri straightened, suddenly alert despite the exhaustion that weighed on his every movement. Ysira wanted to shrink into the storm, let the dust and the shrieking winds erase her from his view. But instead, she spoke. She began by telling him everything Tharanoth had told her, and everything he left out: the true nature of the gods, the Firstborn Empire, the Harvest . . . their place in the universe, one world among thousands. Some of it, Neri had already discerned. Then Ysira told him about his demon and the power inside him that Tharanoth would do anything to control.

“I figured that out, too,” Neri mumbled. “I could see a little when Tharanoth was inside my head. Not very clearly. His mind was . . .” Whatever he’d been about to say, he could not finish.

“What does he want?” Ysira asked.

“He doesn’t rule his empire. There are others, above him. He thinks there shouldn’t be. It’ll be time for them to choose a new emperor soon, and he wants it to be him. He wants”—Neri shuddered—“a weapon.”

“He thinks—” Ysira stopped. Her pulse quickened. “This weapon.

He thinks it’s powerful enough to take over his empire?”

“Maybe.” Neri lifted his shoulders with an air of profound misery. “But it’ll kill me. I overheard that, too. They never said it aloud, but they kept wondering why I wasn’t worse off after I . . . did what I did. They thought it was just a matter of time.”

Ysira said it before she could think twice: “It won’t kill you.”

“How can you know that?” Neri demanded. “Back in the canyon, you tried to stop me.”

“I was wrong.” Ysira wrung her hands together and looked at the ground. “I didn’t know this before, but you’re uniquely resistant to your demon’s power. Because—” Her throat constricted. She tried again, “There’s something you’re going to have to find out soon. And I want to make sure you hear it from me.”

She was filled with the sense of being caught in an avalanche, hurtling down. No going back now. But if this was what it took, to make Neri understand that he could be and do anything⁠—

“You’re my mother.”

To Ysira’s shock, Neri said it first. He seemed surprised himself, to hear it aloud. “Aren’t you?”

Try as Ysira might, she could not speak. She could not look up and face him, just for one breath longer, before she had to see the hurt she’d always known was coming.

“Father’s mind always felt familiar to me,” Neri said. “Easier to sense. More than Seth’s, more than anyone’s, even when I wished it weren’t true. Yours is the same.” He paused. “He said my mother was Harvested. When you said you were too and you knew my father . . . I guess I knew.”

Ysira almost laughed, but a tear slipped out instead. She let it fall down her cheek and said, “Yes.”

“I don’t understand.” Neri’s voice trembled. “Why are you telling me now? Why did you leave me with him? Was it the Harvest?”

Him. His father. Her son’s worst fear was not the demon gods who’d held him prisoner and invaded his mind, but the very man who should have protected him from them. Ysira wiped her eyes to no avail. She couldn’t answer. What was there to say?

She struggled to steady herself. “I found out I was expecting you after I returned to Zivora. I knew that if the Church ever discovered what I could do, they would never let me walk free. It wasn’t safe. I couldn’t stay.”

“What did my father do?” Neri tried to make the question a demand, but it came out a plea. “Shouldn’t he have protected you?”

Ysira clenched her fists to still her shaking hands. She did not want to be saying this, and Neri did not want to be hearing it.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “It’s done. What’s important now is that my demon—Iyelekirin—can heal me from anything. It transformed me.” She had to wonder whether somewhere in all that violence, parts of her had gotten lost. If in putting her back together, the demon had left something out. But she could not resent the very thing that kept her heart beating. For better or worse, this was what she was now, and so would it be for Neri.

Enough of these tears. She had a mission, and she would not be distracted from it.

“Iyelekirin transformed you, too,” she told Neri. “They wanted to keep us there on that station, experiment on us, so they could understand how.” She wiped her face again and moved closer to him. His expression held only shock as she touched his sternum, indicating the fading bruises, the gash on his arm that was already scabbing over. “It taught your body to heal faster, made it more resistant to the Source’s energy. I made you, and so Iyelekirin shaped you this way.”

“It didn’t do a very good job,” Neri said bitterly. “Look at me.” He stuck out his bad foot. “I don’t see well, I’m too small, I can’t even breathe right.”

“It must have seen those things as insignificant,” said Ysira. “What is sight to a telepath? What are size and strength to a god?”

Neri stared at her with something bordering on panic.

“We’re going to the Shrouded City,” Ysira said. “They follow the old Zal ways. Because of my demon, I’m what they call valak. I’ll have an honored place among them. And you—they will be willing to kill and even die for you.”

Ysira thought of Tharanoth’s map, of all those distant worlds. The empire he believed would be his to claim, with ultimate power at his disposal. All that possibility out there, for justice, vengeance, a future for them and all their people. Perhaps their destiny lay not down in this dirt beneath the shadow of the Church and the Harvest, but out among those endless stars.

“What do I do, then?” Neri asked. “What do I say to them? I don’t—I can’t⁠—”

“I’ll help you.” Ysira grasped Neri’s shoulders, because he’d begun to cry. She said, “Listen. You don’t have to say anything at all if you don’t want to. I can speak for you.”

“Is that why you’re telling me all this?” A note of desperation entered Neri’s voice. “Because if they know you’re my mother, they have to listen to you, too.”

“No!” Ysira spoke too quickly. It made him flinch. “No. That’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying you don’t have to do this alone.”

“I don’t know if I can do this at all,” Neri exclaimed. “I can’t control it.” His shoulders shook. “I killed them. I killed Casandra. I can’t.”

“You can,” Ysira insisted. She looked askance, hesitating. “I spent my whole life thinking I was worthless. When I was Harvested, I knew it. But my demon changed everything. I didn’t see it at first, but this is a gift. I have power now, and so do you. If you can only harness it . . . the very stars are yours to take.”

She knew the truth of it as she spoke, and it took her breath away.

But Neri began to sob.

Did he not believe her? What she wouldn’t give, to make him see as she did. They had a path forward. The future was, for the first time in both their miserable lives, full of limitless possibility.

“At the Shrouded City—listen. We’ll meet someone called the Gatekeeper. I can speak for you. You won’t face this alone.” She took Neri’s face between her hands and wiped away the tears. “My son. I will not leave you again.”

Something in Neri broke then. He sagged against her and buried his face in her shoulder. His frail body shook as he wept. Ysira embraced him in turn, and for the first time in eleven years, she held him tight. He was still so small. She breathed in his scent, freezing the moment in her mind.

They stayed there until the storm cleared and muted twilight broke through the lingering dust clouds, dancing like ghosts on the fading gusts.

Neri followed Ysira’s gaze up, to the star-speckled black beyond. “I can’t go home again,” he whispered at last. “Can I? Nothing is ever going to be the same.” He stared and stared at those stars, seeing them as he never had before. Then he asked, “Do you want me to do this?”

He seemed terrified of what she might say. He had asked for her opinion once before, in the caves below Zal Fel. She had told him, I want you to be safe.

That remained true. It would always be true. And so, Ysira said, “Yes.” “All right,” Neri said thickly. He met her eyes, as if begging her to believe him. “I understand.”

They spoke no more, though Neri clung to her. By the tension in his shoulders, Ysira suspected he did not sleep. Late into the night, all that broke the silence was the gentle, sibilant sound of grains of sand as they shifted with the wind.
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YSIRA

The Bleeding Sands had been named for the cracks in the hard-packed ground, down which one could see veins of red crystal. Beneath the burning sun, this land appeared to bleed. In the penumbra, the temperature climbed and movement became a struggle, like walking muffled in a hot, dry blanket. A loose upper layer of sand screamed with the wind across the plain, past twisted spires of stone and the odd lonely giant cactus. Ysira had to hunch and cage her hands around her eyes as Neri walked close behind her, and they made slow but steady progress toward the looming mass of Mount Otavok.

Ysira allowed herself only a few bites of food, saving the bulk of their supplies for Neri. When they ran out, they subsisted on desert roots, crickets, and cactus fruit. Ysira’s demon staved off the hallucinogenic effects, and with Neri, she was careful. She never let him have more than a few sips of the tainted water at a time, spaced out over hours—such a dosage that would not impair him.

Neri had barely spoken to her since that night among the stone pillars. At times, she had to wave a hand in front of his face to ensure he could hear her. It was as though a deeper, subtler voice—one Ysira could not hear—commanded his attention.

On the third day, among the rocky foothills where the sand shifted from red to black, Ysira killed a rattlesnake. She speared it through the head with a scalpel from the salvaged medical kit, and they gnawed on its tough, dry meat in the shadow of Otavok. It was the best meal they’d had since the crash, and Ysira hoped it might put Neri in better spirits. It seemed to have no effect whatsoever.

“You’re hearing your demon more now, aren’t you?” she finally asked. “What is it saying?”

Neri wouldn’t look at her. “I don’t think I can explain.”

Ysira tried again, soft as she could manage: “At the Shrouded City, it’s likely you’ll be asked to . . . demonstrate. Do you think you can do that?”

Neri drew himself inward, as if he knew she wouldn’t like his answer. “I don’t know. How do you tell yours to do anything?”

Ysira did, unfortunately, understand the problem. If Iyelekirin spoke to her, she didn’t know about it. She was deaf to the language of demons, and Neri, as a weak telepath, might not be fluent. Perhaps a stronger telepath could help him translate, and with time he might learn, but did they have time? Immortal patience notwithstanding, Tharanoth had not struck Ysira as one to dawdle. He would be coming for them. Neri might have only weeks—days—to figure this out.

“My demon knows when I’m in pain,” she said at last. “I assume yours knows your feelings too.”

They both considered that. Thus far, Neri had only tapped into his demon’s power under extreme duress.

“How do you feel when you use it?” Ysira pressed.

“Afraid,” Neri mumbled. “I feel more afraid than I’ve ever been, and that’s when it . . . wakes up.”

“There has to be something else.” Fear was too passive, neither reliable nor sustainable.

Ysira was thinking out loud, speaking to herself as much as to Neri, but he said, “I know. It’s like when I read the jedaat. I can make sense of it, but it’s slow, and sometimes, I still get it wrong. I swear I’m trying.”

She’d upset him. He’s so young, she reminded herself. You have to be gentle. But could she afford that? Could anyone afford that?

“This is important,” Ysira said. “The Gatekeeper will want to see this power. They won’t just take our word for it.”

“I know,” Neri said again. He was struggling not to cry. He refused to say more.

The next morning, they began their ascent.

The terrain grew steep, the air thin. At the highest altitudes, no signs of life remained but the distant shrieking of some bird of prey. When they crested Otavok’s peak, they could see as far as the foothills of Lun, the Flamewood a smudge of orange and gold near the horizon. Crenellated rock framed the caldera itself, curling inward like the claws of a planet-sized beast.

As they descended, Ysira let Neri go first, maintaining three holds, scrabbling at the shale. He’d had another episode that morning, the worst yet, and had been coughing since. He looked dangerously exhausted.

But they were so close. The path revealed itself to Ysira piece by piece, subsequent triggers unlocking as she passed them. They told her which fork in the road to follow, which stream was safe to cross, and how to avoid a nest of spiders lurking in the boulder field. They showed her how to find an inconspicuous slit in the rock, behind a dead tree. Ysira and Neri followed a hewn path into a deeper darkness, slowly spiraling down around the mountain’s interior.

Where once had been magma was now a lake, heated to near-boiling temperatures by underwater vents. It was fed by a tributary of Esh, which Ysira knew to take deep into the shadows. The Shrouded City of Otavok was an underground fortress, a labyrinth of dwellings carved into the rock and cloaked in eternal dusk.

By the time they were far below the earth, Neri could barely stand. He held on to the rock wall for support, struggling to keep his eyes open. Ysira held him up, wiping sweat from his forehead and begging him to walk a little farther or let her carry him, for gods’ sake, when⁠—

“Sacat!” someone shouted in Zal. Stop.

A militia patrol, all in shabby brown uniforms with mismatched armor. An archer, face half-obscured by his helmet, nocked an obsidian arrow and aimed. “Are you alone?”

Ysira almost laughed. After the weapons she had seen, the bow seemed so crude. But she said, “Essa.” Yes. She stumbled over the quick sibilant sound, a sure tell she was no native speaker. “I’m a friend.”

The militiamen exchanged looks, difficult to interpret behind their helmets. The archer lowered his bow at Neri, now slumped against the side of the tunnel, eyes closed and breathing too hard to speak.

“Who’s this?”

“Do not point that at him.” Ysira stepped forward, too fast. Another overexcited archer let his arrow fly.

It struck Ysira in the chest. She dropped to one knee with a grunt and, around the singularly unpleasant sensation of metal puncturing her lung, hissed, “You must be joking.”

Someone else—presumably their commander—shouted at his men to stand down. His voice faltered as Ysira rose and ripped the arrow out. She held her shirt aside, let them all see as Iyelekirin healed the wound. Maybe the archer had done her a favor.

“I am Ysira Var Naktis,” she said in Zal. Despite her accent, her words proved clear enough. “Child of Yeran and Dejah of Zal Fel. I’m an old friend of Elyas Var Teneb. I have come to see your Gatekeeper.”

More looks passed between the militiamen, startled this time. “And the boy?” demanded the man who’d shot her.

Ysira held his gaze until he lowered his weapon. “This is for the Gatekeeper’s ears.”

At last, the leader said, “Follow us.” He ordered the rest, “Stay behind them. Weapons out. She makes one wrong move, you shoot until something sticks.”

Ysira had to carry Neri, and he was too weak to push her away. The militiamen led them down the tunnel, past a grated metal door to a latticework of smaller passageways. They reached a cramped, low-ceilinged room that was little more than hollowed-out rock. Ysira laid Neri gently down. His eyelids fluttered as he struggled to stay conscious. Whatever resilience he’d inherited from her notwithstanding, she worried his heart couldn’t take the strain he’d put on his lungs.

“He needs water,” she said to the lead militiaman, posted up on a boulder by the exit.

He was Telu, short and stocky with deep brown skin and a bristly mustache. Red tattoos patterned his bare, muscled arms. He seemed taken aback but shrugged and handed over his own container. With no shortage of alarm, he watched Neri gulp it down.

“Sorry Calo shot you.” He cleared his throat. “I’m Commander Teheda. Var Teneb—Elyas—was a friend of mine. Did he show you how to find us?”

Ysira nodded shortly.

“How did you become valak?”

Ysira said nothing. Best to wait until she’d said her piece to the Gatekeeper before broaching any uncomfortable subjects. Teheda leaned back with a sigh.

Neri fell asleep quickly, and Ysira settled in to wait. Though her nerves made it difficult to sit still, a sense of irritating familiarity also nagged at her. Strange, to think so little time had passed since she’d been stuck in that cell in Zivora.

She kept vigil over Neri, ignoring the way Teheda stared, until curiosity got the better of him. “Is he all right?”

They both watched Neri as he twitched and muttered to himself, dreaming of things Ysira scarcely dared imagine.

“He will be,” she said at last, and told herself she believed it.

“The Gatekeeper has agreed to meet with you.”

Several hours went by before Ysira finally heard the words. Three people in red robes, their faces obscured by veils of obsidian and copper beads, arrived to greet them.

“You will follow us to your audience,” the first person continued, “and the Gatekeeper will pass judgment. Should you fail to provide satisfactory answers, you will be returned to the desert, and your memories of this place will be erased.”

Ysira shook Neri gently by the shoulder. He blinked up at her through bleary red eyes. At the sight of them, clear for the first time, Commander Teheda gasped.

“It’s time,” Ysira said. “Are you ready?” Neri rubbed his face. “Who are they?”

“Disciples of the Gate. Their order serves the valak and studies the Source.”

She helped Neri to his feet. They followed the Disciples through the dark passageways to where they opened up along the deepriver. On the black-sand beach sat a honeycomb of squat, interconnected buildings, lit by diamond-shaped lanterns glowing red-gold. The winding streets slanted upward, bustling with activity.

Ysira had never heard such a diversity of languages in one location. Zal was spoken freely, as were Standard, Telu, Dalish, and others still, from the very fringes of the Black Sun’s dominion. The streets were crowded with dark-clothed, tattooed Zal, Telu with pierced faces and intricate braids, nomads in brightly patterned shawls and beads from the habitable edges of the Glass Sea. Pale, freckled Dalish painted in whorls of green, hawking seeds and hammered metal jewelry. Even a pair of highlanders from the Burning Hills, guiding along their winged, hoofed mounts with snapping beaks and golden feathers.

All turned and stared, falling silent as the veiled Disciples passed. Some watched their group with suspicion, others fear. Some pointed, others whispered, and Ysira understood only fragments. Beneath the curiosity rose a buzzing undercurrent of something else, something she could not quite identify, like the distant rumbling before a sandstorm. Neri stayed close, hunched in her shadow, making himself as small as possible.

Ysira asked Teheda, “Are these people all part of your . . .” She trailed off, unsure of what to call them.

“This place was founded by the Disciples of the Gate,” said Teheda. “Everyone here is a refugee. Most share our faith, and those who don’t still share our cause.”

There had to be thousands of them. It was so much more than Ysira had dared hope.

She had been wary of these people in the past. She had thought their religion quaint, their fight hopeless, and she had sworn to herself she would never join them and become a martyr like Elyas. But today, she came to them with leverage. She would be no one’s martyr, and neither would Neri.

The murmuring around them grew as they crested a hill, and Ysira felt that intoxicating thrill—the same as she’d felt aboard the Firstborn station when she realized her true strength. A shudder ran down her spine.

They reached a building hewn into a rock façade atop the hill, removed from the rest of the city. It overlooked the beach and a river inlet that led to another, smaller, steaming lake, where fishermen hauled up pale crustaceans. Past the columned portico of the entryway lay a red sandstone interior, then a broad, age-worn stair to a set of double doors. Teheda pounded on the graven surface once, and two guards hauled the doors open from within.

The hall beyond had a low ceiling, at a triangular slant. Torches burned in sconces, casting the floor in pools of orange light between long shadows. Opposite the doors, on a dais, sat three thrones. The centermost, elevated above the other two, was vacant. On the right sat a grey-haired man in dark armor; on the left, a woman robed in red. Two dozen others, all in red, some armored, some masked or veiled, gathered to either side of the dais.

As Ysira, Neri, and Teheda entered, an argument petered out. They’d interrupted something. Ysira assumed these were the Shrouded City’s leaders. She squeezed Neri’s arm in an attempt at reassurance, but he was so tense, his muscles felt like rock. She was suddenly aware of how filthy they were, still in their tattered clothes from the crash. But she squared her shoulders, shaking off the discomfort. Whether she came to these people in rags or the finest spidersilk, her message was the same.

As they approached the thrones, the armored man shifted in his seat. Ysira met his narrowed eyes, and, to her astonishment, beheld their strange amber hue. The mark of a telepath integrated with a demon. She had seen them only once before, in Elyas.

The robed woman stood. Her irises were as white as any Church telepath’s, but her red tattoos, more rigid and symmetrical than Ysira’s, stretched up her neck and over her shaved head. A jagged scar spidered out from the corner of her left eye.

Her voice echoed throughout the hall. “Kneel, and be judged.”

Neri started to obey. Ysira caught him by the armpit, pulling him upright. She drew herself up to her full height and said, “I am Ysira Var Naktis. I have⁠—”

“Var Naktis?” the woman cut her off, incredulous. “How dare you claim that title?”

“It’s true,” said Commander Teheda. “We saw what she can do.

And the boy⁠—”

The woman held up a hand. She examined Ysira with open distaste. “I want her to speak for herself. Audacity such as this demands a very good explanation. I am Eneva Nal Karak, Gatekeeper of Otavok.” She gestured at the man beside her. “This is Kanan Var Mondral, who, unlike you, endured the Trial of the Gate to earn his rank. You will explain to us who you are, how you found us, and how you came to possess a demon. Or else I will force the truth from you.”

“There’s no need for that.” The armored man stood too and stepped down from the dais. “Welcome, sibling. Forgive Eneva; she failed her Trial. She’s still a bit resentful about it. And the process of bonding with a demon is always the same. You would be dead if you had not been found worthy.”

“It can’t have chosen her.” The Gatekeeper bristled. “It’s a miracle she’s not comatose, let alone standing and speaking.”

“A miracle indeed.” Kanan Var Mondral tilted his head at Ysira, the barest of smiles touching his lips. He lifted a hand, amber eyes sliding out of focus, and Iyelekirin fluttered. “Interesting. You really aren’t a telepath, are you?” He looked down at Neri. “But he is.”

Mondral’s tone grew almost somber as he asked, “What’s your name?”

Neri opened his mouth but could not seem to muster words. “Wait,” said someone else, from the shadows. “That’s Neri Semira.” “What?” Eneva said sharply.

A murmur rose from everyone gathered, and a few hands dropped to sheathed weapons. A tall, rail-thin woman stepped into the light. Ysira tensed, because she recognized her. In her decade of avoiding the Church of the Black Sun, she’d made a point of recognizing their priests—even when they wore red, rather than black.

Sister Hesaya Jinaan ran a chapel in the Knots. Ysira knew little about her besides that she’d been a classmate of Jacen’s and was a talented exorcist of unremarkable ambition. She kept to herself, drawing neither her superiors’ praise nor their ire.

Perhaps this was why.

Hesaya paced closer to them, robes rustling against the stone, and demanded of Ysira, “What were you thinking? Are you trying to bring half the knights in Zivora down on our heads? Who do you think you⁠—”

Neri lifted his head, letting Hesaya see his eyes. In the dim light, his irises glowed.

“It can’t be,” Hesaya whispered.

“Careful,” said Eneva. “Do not let hope deceive you.”

“With due respect, Gatekeeper.” Hesaya spoke tightly and did not look away from Neri. “I know demons. I’ve performed exorcisms under the eye of the Black Sun for twenty years, and I am not naive.” As if to herself, she added, “The voice in the desert was silent. But I had not dared . . .” She met Ysira’s gaze. “Who are you?”

Ysira spoke so all could hear. “I am Ysira Var Naktis, and my demon is called Iyelekirin.”

Eneva, at least, knew the significance of that name. Her frown deepened. Two of her veiled Disciples exchanged invisible glances, postures gone rigid. One recited something under his breath, with the reverent cadence of a prayer.

“Iyelekirin is a myth,” said Eneva. “And you’re not capable of extradimensional communion. How do you know your demon’s name?”

“Your soldiers saw proof. I cannot be killed.” Ysira lifted her chin, baring her scarred throat. “Many have tried.”

Eneva looked sharply at Teheda, and Ysira saw him nod.

“The gods of Zivora tried,” she went on, louder, before the Gatekeeper could speak. “They failed. I’ve been to their station in the sky. I’ve seen the truth of what they are.” She paused for effect. “Mortal.”

Another murmur circled the room, and the volume rose.

“We know this.” This time, Mondral spoke. The demon priest crossed his arms over his chest. “But the distinction is not a practical one when we possess no weapons that can harm them.”

But Hesaya still stared at Neri. “We might.” A note of urgency entered her voice. “Child. What is the name of your demon?”

The hall went quiet. Waiting. Like a desert storm gathering its breath. At first, Ysira did not think Neri would answer. He stood frozen, jaw clenched, as if he stood on a precipice and Hesaya had asked him to jump. But then he spoke, so quiet, Ysira strained to hear. “Naxal.”

Hesaya inhaled sharply. For a moment, she was silent, as though doubting her own senses. She repeated, loud enough for all, “Naxal.”

And then people began to shout. “It’s not possible,” said Mondral.

Hesaya rounded on him. “Look at his eyes. He’s not integrated, but they’ve already changed. This is no ordinary demon. Or are you just confounded because he’s Telu?” She snorted. “Naxal belongs to all the people of the Scar.” Tears brimmed in her lashes as she turned toward Neri once more. “The fact that it chose you—” Emotion overcame her, such that she could not continue.

The shouting intensified. One man bellowed, “Liar!”

“Naxal chose him”—Ysira pointed at Neri—“and now we have the means to kill the gods.” More shouting, but every eye in the hall was fixed on her. “I was taken by the Harvest when I was seventeen years old. I escaped because I found Iyelekirin, and it chose me.” She placed a hand on her belly. “It shaped my son as he grew inside me. He can wield the power of the Source like he was made for it. I watched him burn the Lord of Sickness to the bone and emerge unscathed.”

No need to tell them of Ged’s manipulations. No need to tell them what happened to Neri’s siblings, of his reluctance and regret, or of everything Ysira didn’t know about what Naxal might do to him over time. No need to tell them of the torture she had suffered or the cruel, stupid, accidental circumstances of her possession.

She told them a story that was not strictly true but sounded better than the truth. The sort of story that forged a legend—not just a series of awful mistakes.

Perhaps she was foolish to obfuscate like this in front of at least three telepaths. But she had long since learned how to lie to their sort, and it did not require exceptional cunning, nor even mental fortitude. No—to lie to a telepath required only the capacity to lie to oneself. It was the purview of the audacious, the delusional, the infatuated . . . the faithful. The ones desperate enough to have no other choice.

What were the odds that Ysira would bring these people back their god—her son, no less—herself bearing a demon stronger than almost any other? What were the odds that she had survived the Harvest, and returned alive from the gods’ clutches twice?

It seemed impossible. One might even call it providence. And now she had their rapt attention.

“You hide here,” Ysira said, suddenly breathless, “ruling over dust and shadows. You shelter in the ruins of your ancestors’ glory. Your heroes become martyrs, and you count down the days until the Church finds you, too. But the turning point has come.”

At last, the Gatekeeper descended from the dais. She stopped in front of Ysira.

“We are cautious,” Eneva said, measured and quiet, “because if we die, all that remains of a ten-thousand-year-old civilization dies with us. We fight when it’s necessary, but our highest directive is to preserve and to prepare. We take in refugees from all corners of the Black Sun’s dominion. We’ve helped telepathic children escape the Church’s clutches. We’ve even infiltrated their ranks.” She pointed at Hesaya. “What have you done, Ysira Var Naktis?”

Her tone was bitter, the title mocking, but Ysira conceded the point. “Not enough,” she admitted. “Not yet. But today I bring an answer to your prayers, and a promise: my blade is yours. My demon is yours.

Naxal is yours. We can liberate this world and rise again.” Eneva’s face was stone. “We require more than words.”

Ysira had been afraid of that. Neri was trembling as the Gatekeeper said, “Show me.”

Neri stammered something unintelligible.

“He can—” Ysira started, but Eneva stabbed a finger at her.

“You have no right. You don’t speak for us, let alone for Naxal.” She shook her head, disgusted. “This child has none of the necessary training. He’s far too young. This is dangerous. Can he even understand Naxal’s voice?”

She said again, to Neri, “Show me.”

This time, the words made Iyelekirin flinch. The language of demons filled the hall like a physical presence, and Ysira struggled not to clamp a hand to her head. Eneva touched two fingers to Neri’s brow. Her eyes slid out of focus.

Neri cried out. Ysira reached for the Gatekeeper, but then—the room trembled. Eneva jerked her hand away as though stung.

The rock beneath Neri’s feet cracked. When he opened his eyes, they glowed red. He seized Eneva by the wrist, and she fell to her knees with a scream.

Ysira shoved Eneva out of the way, shouting at everyone else, “Get back!” She leapt in front of Neri, just in time to catch a blast of extradimensional energy to the face.

It was a wonder it didn’t take off her head. For an instant, everything went black. Her jaw slipped sideways with a sickening pop. She smelled flesh and hair burning. Iyelekirin vibrated, frantic, hating every second of this. But Ysira healed. Skin, muscle, and bone settled back into place. She straightened and lifted her chin. Amid cries of alarm, there came astonished gasps.

She held a hand in front of her, toward Neri. He clenched his fists at his sides, red light twining up his arms and pulsing in his veins, as though his skin had become translucent. As though every fragile physical part of him were merely a vessel to contain the uncontainable. Ysira feared he might shatter. But then he breathed deep, and the light receded, concentrating in his eyes and hands until the heat was gone and only his irises shone.

When he spoke, his voice was quiet but steady. “My demon is Naxal. We will liberate this world.”

The steady clamor around the hall died out, swift as a snuffed candle.

Kanan Var Mondral was the first to fall to his knees. The demon priest’s face—which moments before had held nothing but skepticism—was slack with amazement. His voice broke. “Var Naxal.”

Shaved head dripping sweat, breathing shallow with agony, Eneva clutched her arm to her chest. The limb was charred beyond salvaging. But a strange look had fallen over her face—both terror and wonder, a chord struck so deep in a place so raw, it might shatter her. Her lips moved soundlessly. Hesaya helped her up, a steadying hand on her back.

Ysira met Eneva’s eyes full of hurt, and shock, and—like the faintest of embers, poised to become a blaze—awe. She cradled her ruined arm like a precious relic.

“Var Naxal,” she whispered to Neri. “It’s you. You’re the one we’ve been waiting for.”

Neri looked past the Gatekeeper, at Ysira. She dipped her chin in an attempt to convey approval, but he seemed lost, as though his grip on whatever ancient strength he’d tapped into had already slipped. As Eneva knelt before him and all remaining followed her lead, Neri seemed to retreat even deeper inside himself, to someplace as distant as the stars.
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JACEN

Jacen had begun to feel marginally better, in that he was no longer convulsing or arguing with ghosts. The blinding pain in his head had faded, and the last time the guards tossed him a piece of stale flatbread, he had actually kept it down.

There was about three days’ worth of stubble on his face. Between his robes stiff with dried sweat and vomit, his greasy hair, the overflowing bucket of waste in the corner he’d missed more often than not . . . the dreadful stench seemed to have settled into his bones. At least his broken nose was clogged enough to dull his sense of smell.

Soon, he became aware of another presence nearby. Not the guards. They were always three in number and kept their distance, tense as bowstrings, hands never far from their weapons.

He didn’t think he was hallucinating again. The other presence flitted about like a moth, drawn to the spark of Jacen’s consciousness. Another telepath.

Nines? he ventured.

You’re alive. She was taken aback. I haven’t been able to sense you in a while.

Where are you?

A cell, I think. Inquisitors came to the chapel. I had time to send a pigeon to Seth, but I don’t know if they saw. I didn’t see where they took me. It’s dark. Her mental voice was far more expressive than her physical one, conveying a depth of anxiety that made Jacen sick with guilt.

How long have you been down here?

A few days, maybe? I’m all right. They didn’t hurt me. A pause. What happened to you?

Jacen couldn’t stop himself from laughing aloud, a harsh, congested bark that made a guard peer into his cell. He faked a coughing fit, though there wasn’t much point. They’d heard worse from him.

I broke into the archives without a plan. Got caught. Stupid idea.

He hesitated. I’m so sorry you got dragged into this.

Nines did not seem angry with him, but most telepathic novitiates were adept at concealing that.

What are they waiting for? Jacen wondered, mostly to himself, but Nines answered.

There’s something going on up there. There was a telepath with the guards, but he had to leave, and they couldn’t spare anyone to replace him.

Jacen could not disguise his astonishment. Even at his best, he would not have been capable of such a perceptive range. Now he could barely sense what was going on in this very room.

Ged, he surmised, once he’d gotten over it. Akkani knew what he had planned. I must have accelerated his timeline.

Perhaps this would be to their advantage. Chaos on the surface might well provide them with an opportunity to escape.

The coup? Nines asked.

Jacen winced. Of course, she was already imprisoned for complicity. Yes.

A moment passed, then Nines said, What next?

Jacen had grown lucid enough to be surprised he was still alive. Each new breath came unexpected, every heartbeat a reminder he had not thought this far ahead.

I suppose we wait for an opportunity. In the meantime . . . there are some things you should know.

Nines took the truth rather well.

Perhaps because she was so young, had not spent Jacen’s additional two decades steeped in dogma and tradition. She was not yet so far gone that she had to wrestle with the futility of her whole life’s work. She listened with pensive curiosity as he told her all he’d discovered and what Akkani had revealed. When he’d finished, Nines mused,

I wonder where the gods get their bodies.

I haven’t figured that out yet. The god—the archdemon—in the tower storeroom had inhabited an ordinary man. Maybe that had been a temporary, discreet alternative to the ethereal beings to which Jacen was accustomed.

The thing in the canyon that killed the god . . . that’s a demon too?

Nines asked. A demon that can destroy other demons?

I think so. I need to see it for myself.

A long while passed in silence. It might have been hours as they both struggled to think of a way out of this predicament.

When Nines reached out again, it was in fear. What was that?

Jacen had to concentrate for a time before he sensed what she did. A disturbance on the fringes on his consciousness. It was subtle, but he had sensed such a thing before and knew it for what it was: a herald of tragedy.

When he was a novitiate, a tavern in the Knots had caught fire and collapsed. Dozens had been trapped inside, and their deaths—some sudden, some long and painful—had caused a ripple. People smelled the smoke, heard the screams. They shouted in the streets, alerting others in their homes. Rodents and insects fled the area. Pain, fear, and horror spread like sparks on the wind, touching everything that lived. The ripple had reached Jacen all the way in the Inner City, asleep in Brother Marez’s chapel. He had awoken with his heart pounding, drenched in sweat.

This time, whatever had happened was much worse.

He tried to stand, as though he might peer outside his cell and see something, but his legs had gone weak. He waited for the lightheadedness to pass, then said through the shock, I have no idea. He asked Nines, Can you sense outside?

Only in the Cathedral. They’re blocking off entrances. She paused.

People are trying to get in.

Eventually, they heard it too. A rumble overhead as the Cathedral itself trembled.

“Fuck this,” said one of the guards.

“Where do you think you’re going?” said another.

“I’m not just going to wait in this pit for relief that isn’t coming. I’m getting out of here, and so should you.”

“There’s nowhere safer than the Cathedral,” said the third guard. “Don’t be stupid.”

The first guard hesitated. Slow and subtle, Jacen nudged his mind. He had to be cautious. If he was too obvious about it, one of the others would put an arrow through his neck. He settled for a whisper of a thought, enhanced by the man’s own rising fear:

You’ll die here if you stay.

“Fuck this,” the guard said again, and began to pace away.

The door to the labyrinth creaked open. Footsteps halted. Another guard started to speak—but the words caught in his throat.

“Evening, friends,” came a deep voice that, unless Jacen was hallucinating again, belonged to Seth Semira. It echoed in the pit, the loudest noise in days. “Hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

“My lord.” The guard seemed unsure whether he wanted to salute or sound the alarm. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

“Shit, you’re right,” said Seth. “I must have taken a wrong turn.” There was a shuffle of footsteps. A ring of metal striking stone.

Someone shouted and dashed from his post over Jacen’s cell.

After a very short time, the fighting ceased, leaving only the sound of someone’s heavy breathing. The lock clicked open. Seth appeared overhead as he hauled the grate aside—winded, his bearded face flecked with blood, but unharmed. He wore his knight’s armor without the white cloak, sword still sheathed at his hip. Jacen had never heard him draw it.

“Time to go.” Seth extended a hand. He hauled Jacen out of the cell. The guards’ bodies lay motionless around him.

With sudden softness, Seth’s fingers grazed Jacen’s face. “What did they do to you?”

On instinct, Jacen pulled away. “Broke my nose.” His voice was hoarse. “Sobered up.”

Seth gave him a look that was half horror, half exasperation. “That is not what I meant.”

Jacen shook his head. “I Later. We have to find Nines.”

Seth checked a couple of cells before he found the right one, unlocked it, and helped Nines out. She gazed blearily around, unsteady on her feet. Her white hair was a tangled mess, her grey robes filthy, but in the physical sense, she appeared whole.

“We owe you,” Seth told her. “I got your message. Akkani wanted to do this quietly, but by the time she sent her inquisitors, Ged and Saraida had already mobilized the Guard.”

Nines picked at a spot on her robe. “What’s going on?”

Seth sighed heavily. “Where to begin? Ged launched coordinated attacks on the docks, Guard headquarters, and a few other key strong-holds. But . . . well, it’s a bit hard to explain until you see it. It’s not good.”

“Any word from Ysira?” Jacen asked.

“No.” Seth knelt to take a dagger from a guard’s belt, flipped it around in his grip, and handed it hilt-first to Jacen. “There are a few places she might have brought Neri—Ogden, to start. They burned his clinic to the ground and took him into custody, and since he’s not here, he’s probably being held at the palace. I know my father wanted to question him personally.”

Jacen slipped the dagger into his robes and dragged his thoughts back to more pressing matters. “I have to get out of the city. I don’t expect you to follow—either of you.”

“I just broke you out of that cell,” said Seth. “No one made me do it.” “I’m so sorry,” Jacen said anyway. “I never meant for it to come to this. And everything I said, at the clinic⁠—”

“You didn’t mean it,” Seth said shortly. “I know. But you weren’t wrong about everything.” He motioned toward the labyrinth beyond the pit. “There are secret passageways all over the Citadel. I know of one that leads from the Cathedral to the palace, and another from the palace to the deepriver. We’ll find a boat there.”

“If I were Akkani,” Jacen said, “I’d have sealed those off at the first sign of trouble.”

“Oh, she did. But she doesn’t know I have a key. Stole it when I was eight. How do you think I got in here?” Seth offered Nines an extra dagger of his own. “Most of the action is in the city proper, but we may have to fight. Ever done this before?”

Nines stared at the dagger as though it might bite her. She put it away with the same haste she might use to pick an insect off her food. Seth seemed to understand. “I’ll go first; you stay close. Jacen remembers enough to be useful. Don’t you, Jace?”

In truth, Jacen had been an abysmal swordsman and a worse marksman. He was a passable sprinter. His telepathic abilities were another matter, but it had been years since he used them in combat.

He cleared his throat and nodded.

Seth scrutinized him. “If I cover you physically, how many can you handle?”

“One.” Jacen grimaced. “Maybe two, as long as the rest are distracted. I’m not at my best; I’m sor⁠—”

“If you apologize to me one more time, I really am going to leave you here.” Seth let out a nervous chuckle. “At least this won’t be boring.”

Jacen pointed out the dead guards. “You handed those three well enough.”

“No, you didn’t see; that was a mess. I’ve been losing my edge. I was worried I wouldn’t fit into my armor.” But Seth squared his shoulders, drew his sword, and opened the door to scope out the corridor beyond.

Jacen reached out with his mind to aid Seth’s efforts—though only far enough to detect anyone in their immediate vicinity. If a fellow telepath sensed him searching with too much advance warning, this could end very badly.

They reached the funicular and found it absent. From far above, the cage creaked toward them, swathed in darkness as it descended from the depths of the White Cathedral.

“Someone’s on it,” Nines said urgently.

“Can you tell who?” Jacen concentrated, trying to sense what she could. He couldn’t find a blasted thing. “I think your range is quite a bit better than mine.”

It was an understatement, but once again, Nines seemed embarrassed. “It’s a telepath.” She swallowed hard. “I can’t tell. They’re masking their presence.”

They hid in an alcove to ambush the new arrival. Jacen concealed their presence to the best of his ability. He braced for a different sort of battle, in which Seth would be worse than useless. Was he equipped for this—fighting his own Brother or Sister of the Church? In his weakened state, would he be strong enough? Did he have the resolve?

First, he glimpsed black robes. Then, a white sash. Brother Lev—still in his Chief Exorcist’s robes, albeit more unkempt than usual—disembarked the funicular. A sick, insidious fear seeped off Nines like fog.

From Lev . . . Jacen sensed a vicious rage. Lev had come to hurt someone and hurt them badly.

Jacen put a hand in front of Seth—a silent command for him to stand back.

When he laid eyes on Jacen, Lev betrayed no surprise. “Akkani was worried you’d do something stupid.” He appeared almost pleased. “You humiliated me in the Archives. Before they execute you, I’m going to make you suffer for it.”

“Go ahead,” Jacen said to Seth and Nines. “I’ll handle this.” Seth said, “Are you insane?”

Lev chuckled. “He might be.” He raised a hand and pointed two fingers at Seth, who dropped his sword. He fell to his knees with a scream. Nines shrank back, petrified.

The attack was not a powerful one, merely the best of which Lev was capable. Jacen knew the technique—the agony was a harmless illusion. But something inside him snapped. He shredded through Lev’s mental defenses with the subtlety of a hatchet. Drove him screaming to his knees like Lev had done to Seth.

Lev fought back, forcing Jacen out of his head. With a cry, Lev pulled a knife from his sash and slashed upward. Reflexively, Jacen blocked with his hands. Steel sliced his palm. It caught on the filthy bandages of his right hand, but he managed to drive Lev’s knife down. The blade screeched against stone. Jacen plunged deeper into his mind, rending his focus like taking a hammer to a spiderweb. As his psychic offensive crumbled, Lev seized the front of Jacen’s robe and wrenched him forward. Jacen groped for his dagger, fingers too slippery with blood to grasp the hilt.

The next moments blurred into a haze of metal and shadow. Somehow, they both ended up on the ground. Finally, Jacen located a pressure point, a mental fulcrum he could strike and force Lev to stop.

The despair and helpless fury of the last few days—the last thirty years—boiled over. Jacen got hold of his dagger and scrambled to his knees, behind Lev. He sawed into the inert Chief Exorcist’s throat until the blade scraped bone. He held the wound open as a fountain of red gushed out. He had not expected so much blood. The smell of iron choked the air.

It had all probably taken less than ten seconds. Jacen knelt on the ground, heart thudding, staring at Brother Lev as he died suffocating on his own fluids. A few feet away, Seth stirred and groaned. Nines had crawled backward on her hands and heels until she was pressed against the wall, eyes enormous, red staining her white hair.

It took Jacen several tries to speak. “Are you all right?” She nodded. He didn’t believe her. He reached out, bloody palm open, but she recoiled. Pressed herself closer to the wall as though she hoped it would swallow her.

Jacen pulled back and said quietly, “It’s over.” He glanced at Seth—shaken but back on his feet. “We’re leaving this place.”

Nines was speechless for so long, Jacen worried she’d gone catatonic from shock.

“The funicular’s about to go,” Seth warned. He nudged Lev’s body with his boot. “We can drop him on the tracks about halfway so the cart gets stuck on the way back down. It’ll buy us some time.”

He hefted the corpse over his shoulder and boarded the funicular, but Jacen hesitated.

Then he said to Nines, “Syl Inissa.” Her true name, which he’d found in the archives.

As he spoke, he invoked the trigger placed in her mind long ago. Embers of recognition flickered to life, shining on the surface of her consciousness. Breaking through the fear and the pain like the sun beyond its eclipse.

If Nines followed him, Jacen feared she was doomed. What was he capable of teaching her other than what the Church had taught him? What was he capable of showing her other than misery and horror?

But he could give her this—this one thing he never had: her real name. Her history. Something to shape her that was so much more than the nothingness into which the rest of them had been made.

“Your name is Syl Inissa,” he repeated, firmer, “and your friend’s name was Daru. You’re from a place called Kasoa. You have a name, and you might still have a family somewhere. It may have been taken from you, but you have always been worthy of it. You have always been more than this. We all were.”

Even Lev. As Jacen looked at his Brother’s corpse, he felt a sudden, unexpected surge of grief. He’d become a vile man in this life, but in another, given the chance, might he have been capable of better? He would never find out.

But Nines might.

Jacen held out his hand. This time, she took it.
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Lev’s body landed on the tracks with a heavy crunch. Jacen braced a hand against the side of the cart to steady himself as a wave of nausea burned his throat.

“You’ve never killed anyone with your hands before,” Seth asserted. “Have you?”

“Only once.” Jacen was such a blasted hypocrite. Of course he’d killed before. When he was ten years old, his teachers locked him in a cell with an armed prisoner. With no weapon available but his mind, he’d learned fast. His control had been just sophisticated enough to compel the man to give him the knife.

He could not look at Seth, let alone Nines. “This has to end.”

Jacen hadn’t a clue how to find Elyas’s network, but he knew who might. “I’m going to the Shrouded City. Ogden knows where it is, and I think Ysira might have taken Neri there.”

Seth tensed at his nephew’s name. “What do you expect to find?” “The truth.” Jacen did not know how to convey that in a way Seth would understand. “They won’t be happy to see me, but . . . I have to.”

Concern lined Seth’s brow. He started to speak, but Jacen moved on: “We have to take out your consecration markers.”

“What?”

Jacen tapped his bandaged forearm. “The Church, the High Lord—they use them to track us.” Before Seth could express any further confusion, Jacen waved a hand at the shortening stretch of track above them. “Quickly.”

Jacen sat on the bench, inviting Seth to do the same, and motioned at his sheathed dagger. “Yours is still clean.”

Seth sighed. “You’re lucky I trust you implicitly.” He passed Jacen the dagger and rolled up his left sleeve. He leaned forward, bracing his exposed forearm on his knee.

As he pulled Seth’s thick, muscled forearm onto his thigh, Jacen felt as if he were about to cross a boundary. Seth’s pulse thrummed beneath his fingertips, steady and sure. Jacen ran his hands over sun-darkened brown skin and soft black hair, searching for the tiny consecration scar. He took a breath, then made the cut.

Seth sucked air between his teeth, muscles tensing. But he held still as Jacen worked, much more neatly than he had on himself, and extracted the squirming metal device. He held it up to the light, marveling despite himself at the intricacy.

Capabilities you’ve never dreamt of, Akkani had said. We cannot comprehend them.

Seth squinted at the tracker as he put pressure on his wound. “If I wasn’t curious before, I certainly am now.” He tugged his shirt out from under his armor, tore off a strip with his teeth, and used it to wrap his forearm. “Nines⁠—”

Something clattered to the ground.

Nines clutched her forearm, staring in revulsion at the device she’d just cut out. Jaw clenched, she picked it up and pitched it over the edge. She met Jacen’s eyes and nodded firmly.

The funicular creaked to a stop. Jacen tossed Seth’s device into the depths, and they disembarked together. The docking area had a muffled, clandestine quality to it, cut off from the rest of the Cathedral.

“There are three behind the door,” Nines whispered. “Cathedral guards.”

Seth rolled his shoulders and drew his sword. There was a glint in his eyes, an unmistakable air of purpose buzzing about him. He flipped his sword around in his grip and kicked the door open.

He seized the first guard by the neck and slammed him face-first against the wall. The other two charged. Seth shoved the dazed one, sending him toppling into his fellow. He stepped past both, wrenched a dagger from one man’s belt, and hurled it at the third. In the time it took for that one to fall, dagger buried to the hilt in his eye socket, Seth killed the other two.

More footsteps approached at a run.

At the same time, Jacen and Nines both said, “Stop.”

Seth lowered his sword. A grey-robed girl—a novitiate—staggered to a halt as she rounded the corner. Chest heaving, her dark hair disheveled, she appraised the carnage with eyes that had not yet begun to turn. She held out a hand, too late to stop three acolytes from running up behind her. Not one of them could have been older than six.

These children had not come to apprehend them. Rather, they were running. Must have heard the explosion and sensed the opportunity.

They all stared at each other. The acolytes huddled behind the novitiate, terrified. Then the girl said, “There are three Guardsmen down that hall on the left. A handful of lay priests barricaded themselves in the east-wing kitchen, but they won’t stop you.”

Seth stepped out of their way. Jacen did the same, then Nines, and the novitiate breathed a shaky sigh of relief. She raced away, taking the smallest of the acolytes by the hand. They ran as if the wind itself were at their heels.

They weren’t the first to attempt escape—though precious few ever succeeded. Nines knew that too. She had frozen, watching them run off.

When Jacen urged her to move, she said, “I sensed when the senior priests locked down all the entrances. The acolytes and novitiates don’t know about the secret passages. They’re stuck here. We can’t just leave them.”

“There’s no time,” Jacen said, firm but gentle. “Before this is all over, they’ll get their chance too. But no one will if we don’t hurry. Besides—if they’re not letting anyone in or out, I promise you the Cathedral is the safest place in Zivora.”

Nines reluctantly fell into step as Seth set them a renewed, brisk pace. They happened across a lay sister next, running by candlelight through an unlit passage. She took one look at Seth’s naked sword and got out of their way.

They reached the secret passage without further incident, but the relative quiet let all manner of psychic noise seep into Jacen’s head. Chaos didn’t begin to cover it; whatever transpired outside was a waking nightmare. He sensed the crowd beyond the Cathedral doors, begging to be let in. The City Guard struggled to hold them back, a thousand frantic voices drowning out demands for order.

Jacen had to stop, hand against the palestone wall, trying to remember how to breathe.

Nines watched him closely. “Are you all right?”

“No,” Jacen said, more honest than might have been wise. “Are you?”

No response.

They watched as Seth produced a short silver cylinder and slotted it into a spot behind a column. A hidden door scrolled open to reveal a strangely sterile white corridor.

“Come on,” Seth said, waving them onward. “Before our luck runs out.”

They emerged from a wall in the palace atrium, in the columned expanse that separated the interior from the great steps and the Citadel plaza. The night was unusually humid, and the hot wind whipping through the columns carried more than the promise of rain. In the aftermath of a battle, the air reeked of ash and blood. Rubble and bodies littered the ground, sprays of crimson staining the palestone. Down in the plaza, the atmosphere hung thick as hot lava, smoke rising in all directions.

Such was the chaos there, it ripped Jacen from his body. He sensed each consciousness in the plaza, clear as if they stood beside him. It was as though cyclones had torn through the streets, kicking up homes and markets and casting hundreds adrift. Some cradled the bodies of their parents, children, siblings, neighbors. Others shoved one another in blind panic with only one objective: Flee. But where could they go? There was no refuge from this. Some chose the wasteland. Most clustered near the Cathedral, a monolith of terrible calm amidst the storm, even as its doors stayed shut.

Jacen tried to distance himself, but it proved as impractical as closing his eyes. Had he been drunk for so long, he’d forgotten how to control his own mind? Or had it always been this way before? The clarity was too much to bear. The mob surged. He slipped on blood and almost went down. His chin knocked against the back of someone’s foot, making him bite down hard and taste metal.

Seth took him by the shoulder, bringing him back to himself. He muttered, “Careful.”

Nines, too, looked like she might faint. She drew slow, rhythmic breaths, hands pressed against her eyes, attempting to steady herself from the shock of it.

“What are they running from?” Jacen started to ask, but Seth’s grip tightened. He pulled Jacen back toward the wall, away from the plaza. A massive octahedron floated there, still as the moons in the sky.

“Here’s the part that’s hard to explain,” Seth said quietly, as if the thing might overhear him. “They’ve got us boxed in.”

No sooner had he spoken than a blazing spear of green pierced the night. It exploded out of the octahedron and hit a structure opposite the palace.

Jacen watched, stunned, as the palestone façade broke apart like cheap pottery. Shouts and screams erupted from below. The octahedron rotated and loosed another blast.

Now Seth practically shoved Jacen around the corner, where Nines already had the sense to hide. The columns had been damaged—great pieces of them on the ground, some pulverized beyond recognition. Near the entrance to the High Lord’s audience chamber, a section of ceiling had crumbled.

“I think the polyhedra need to . . . er . . . see us.” Seth shook his head at the absurdity of his own words. “They respond to movement.”

“I didn’t know they could do that,” Jacen said uselessly. “No one did. One of the many factors Ged didn’t predict.” Jacen stared at him, unsure what to ask. Where to begin.

“It started after we took the Guard headquarters,” said Seth. “Ged planned to launch attacks from there and from Sloane Ancarath’s storage buildings, so we’d take the palace and the Cathedral. I thought it was odd we met so little resistance, but then the polyhedra moved in and . . .” He trailed off. “Blasted every one of our bases to rubble. There’s nothing left. It’s indiscriminate. I watched one disintegrate an old man, who’d just opened his door to see what the Source-spawned fuck was going on. But when the building’s coming down around you, most people aren’t going to wait quietly indoors.” He looked like he might be sick. “The only place they won’t target is the Cathedral. The priests aren’t letting anyone inside, but the immediate vicinity seems safe enough. Once I figured out we were going to lose, I did my best to get the word out. Then I came for you.”

“What about the others?” Jacen asked. “Saraida? Ged?”

“Alive, as far as I know. Saraida was leading a team to the docks. I’m meant to be with her. Ged . . . If he’s smart, he’ll have run for the deepriver to regroup what’s left of our forces. But⁠—”

“He’s Ged,” Jacen finished for him, and Seth nodded with a grimace. Before the audience chamber, they faced the door carved with the frieze of the Six. It was cracked across the top, and this seemed to have destroyed whatever mechanism held it shut.

Jacen searched beyond the door. Only an amorphous picture materialized, but he detected at least four presences.

“Several people inside,” Nines said, as she did the same. “I can’t say exactly. They’re trained for defense. Could be a telepath.”

“Oh, good.” Seth drew his sword. “Stay back until we’ve cleared the room.” To Jacen, he offered a lopsided grin. “I’ll go ahead. You keep them off me. Just like back at school, right?”

Jacen tried to laugh. He managed a cough. “I’ve got you.”

With a nervous glance upward, Seth kicked the right side of the door open. He stepped back, arm at his side to keep Jacen from advancing until it was clear they wouldn’t be crushed.

Inside, half the ceiling was gone. It had begun to rain and the floor glistened with wetness. High Lord Avram Semira sheltered below what was left of his throne, with another figure cloaked in shadow.

Five knights of the City Guard met Jacen and Seth at a run.

Jacen targeted the woman with the lieutenant’s armband. He seized hold of her mind, and she froze, muscles rigid. Though she fought him, she could not put up nearly so much of a struggle as Lev. Blood trickled from her nose. She collapsed.

Seth’s thrown knife hit the knight to her left, embedding in his throat. Two more hands dropped to swords as he fell. The last knight stopped and raised a longbow. Jacen diverted his focus to her. The lieutenant, back in control of herself, scrambled up from the floor with a disoriented cry.

They proceeded in this manner. Each time a knight came too close to harming Seth, Jacen switched his target. When only two remained standing, the lieutenant ran at Jacen, forcing him to concentrate solely on her. Seth traded blows with the other.

Raindrops clung to Jacen’s lashes, blurred his vision. He didn’t dare move and risk losing focus, because the lieutenant was ready this time. She kept her feet as she threw up mental walls, pushing Jacen back to search for gaps in her defenses⁠—

—when another presence entered the fray. A sword rammed through the lieutenant from behind, splitting her unarmored throat. The pain was so sudden, so extreme, Jacen wrenched himself out of her mind with a yell. He landed flat on his back in a puddle, gasping, staring up at the falling rain. Another armored knight, massive and wearing a hooded cloak, loomed over him.

“You useless drunk. You gave me up, forced my hand, and now look where we are.” Ged Semira flicked his sword, shaking loose a spray of blood and water. He pointed it at Jacen. “Get up. I want to look you in the eye when I kill you.”

Slowly, Jacen climbed to his feet. By the throne, the High Lord and his companion hadn’t moved. There was no sign of Nines.

Seth kicked his opponent in the chest, decapitated him as he fell, and shouted, “Ged!” He approached at a run. “He had no choice.”

Ged glanced at his brother. “You broke him out, didn’t you? You never did learn how to follow orders.”

Jacen tried to back away, out of Ged’s reach, while his focus was split. But Ged pivoted, lightning-quick, and swung his sword down in an arc that would have taken off Jacen’s head. Jacen barely sensed his intent in time to dodge. Ged struck again—but Seth brought up his own sword, knocking Ged’s out of the way.

Metal clanged against metal. The brothers circled each other, blades in parallel. Ged’s eyes had gone wide with fury. “You don’t want to fight me.”

“Try it,” Seth snapped. He did not lower his sword. “Remember what happened last time we sparred?”

Though few would have dared say it to Ged’s face, Seth had always been the superior swordsman. Even tired, even out of prime fighting shape, he would prove a formidable opponent. Seth knew it. Ged knew it. A shadow fell over his face, and he lowered his sword.

Seth stood firmly between Ged and Jacen. “For gods’ sake, we are all on the same side.”

Jacen did not dare move. He had no right to make demands. He watched and held his breath, the only sound the patter of rain on stone.

“Stand down,” said Seth. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

Avram Semira’s voice thundered across the shattered chamber. “Enough!”

The High Lord limped toward them, injured but furious. Trailing after him was Ogden. The old healer briefly met Jacen’s eyes but behaved as though they’d never met. He moved at a leisurely pace and said nothing as Avram demanded of his sons, “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

“We’ve saved you,” Ged snarled.

Those knights, Jacen realized, had not been protecting Avram.

They had been keeping him—and Ogden—prisoner.

“My own honor guard—Captain Armias, all of them, following Church orders—” Avram almost lost his balance on the rain-slicked floor. His clothing was torn, his face bruised, and blood crusted on his tattooed forehead. “The inquisitors will be here soon. The gods have lost confidence in our family. We have held this city together since the Cataclysm, and you’ve ruined us.” He stabbed a finger at Ged. “I should have known better. You were never worthy of this legacy. Of course you would be the one to destroy it. And you, Seth”—hurt emanated from the High Lord as he looked to his younger son—“I thought better of you.”

Ged’s face contorted—a desperate attempt to hold in a torrent of emotion for which they had no time. He spat at his father, “What legacy? Our power was never real. If you’d rather mourn that era than build a new one, perhaps you ought to die with it.”

“You don’t understand,” said the High Lord. “We’re all already dead.

Casandra and Damir are dead. I received word yesterday.” Seth’s grip on his sword trembled. “Oh, gods.”

Jacen had never known Ged to be a caring father, even to his legitimate children. He’d left the work of raising them to his late wife Lilaya and only took an interest in the twins when they began their training for knighthood. But now he was overcome with horror. He managed just one word, barely a croak: “How?”

“Your son died by the sword.” Avram’s voice carried the weight of grief, but he left no room for misinterpretation. “Your daughter was burned.”

“Oh, gods,” Seth said again. He reached toward his brother, only to be ignored. “That shouldn’t have happened.” To Avram, he said sharply, “And Neri?”

“You know perfectly well it’d be a miracle if he survived.”

He found the demon, Jacen realized. He searched Ogden’s face for a reaction, and this time, he saw one—the briefest flicker of triumph.

“You never found Neri,” Jacen asserted. “The Church doesn’t have him, do they?”

Avram said nothing.

“He’s with that woman,” said Ged. “When I find her⁠—”

Avram held up a hand. “It doesn’t matter. You sent your children to the canyon. You started this war. Their blood is on your hands.”

Above, a gap in the rainclouds let in the moonslight. The High Lord’s black metal ring glimmered, and something occurred to Jacen. He pointed at it. “You use that ring to control Zivora’s infrastructure, don’t you?” Ged had said as much. “What else does it do?”

Avram’s face betrayed no emotion, but he was in no state to lie to a telepath. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“The polyhedra.” Jacen spoke slowly, puzzling it out. “Can you shut them down?”

“Of course not.”

But now, Jacen was certain. “He’s lying.”

“Shut them down?” Seth repeated. “The weapons?” He rounded on his father. “If you could stop this, why haven’t you?”

“You refuse to understand!” Avram threw his hands in the air. “It would be a temporary measure. We cannot fight them, you fools.”

That fear in him . . . Its bloody aura suffused the air. He sounded like Akkani.

With a sudden violence that made the old man stumble, Ged seized the High Lord by the wrist. He tore the black ring from Avram’s hand and held it up in front of his nose. “You’re a coward.”

Avram said to Seth, “I should have made you my heir. It might never have come to this.”

But Seth looked like he’d been slapped. Ged demanded, as if Avram hadn’t spoken, “How do I shut the polyhedra down?”

“The system will answer only to me,” Avram said wearily. “My blood. My voice. And I will not worsen my sentence, or yours, by defying the gods.” He glanced at Jacen. “Don’t bother trying to compel me. I can keep you out long enough that it won’t make a difference.”

“There must be a way to transfer control,” said Ged.

Ogden finally spoke. “There’s no time.” He tilted his head, as though straining to hear something. “If we’re going to escape, we have to go now.”

“Where’s Nines?” Jacen asked. It had been far too long since he last saw her.

No one answered. Ged’s focus was fixed on his father—still refusing to speak.

“Die here or follow me to the deepriver,” said Ogden. “I won’t wait long.”

He turned on his heel and stalked back toward the throne. He manipulated a hidden mechanism, like Seth had done in the White Cathedral, and the wall slid aside. He disappeared into the narrow passageway.

“Kheris,” Ged ordered. “Dig it out of his head.”

But Jacen didn’t need to. He could not guess at the specifics, but it seemed rather simple. How, after all, did one High Lord succeed another?

“He has to die,” Jacen said quietly.

He saw the truth of it in Avram’s face, set in grim resignation. Perhaps he didn’t believe his son had the will to murder him for this—or perhaps he thought death would be a mercy.

“Kill me, take me hostage . . . It doesn’t matter,” the High Lord said. “Nothing you do will make a difference.”

Ged’s face twisted. His consciousness was a noxious cloud of pain and rage that drowned out his capacity to act on anything else, boiling over with nowhere to spill—except against the man who stood before him. Jacen realized what Ged meant to do in the seconds before it happened.

Seth knew it an instant later, and had time to say “Don’t—” before Ged drove his sword through their father’s heart.

Avram choked on blood. Ged’s arm was brutally steady as he twisted his blade—the iron determination of a man with nothing left to lose, who knew no choices remained but to stay the course. Through clenched teeth, he said, “I will not let this all be for nothing.”

He let Avram fall.

Slowly, Ged knelt and placed the High Lord’s ring on his own finger. He stared at his blood-soaked hands. “Ilusha knows how to use this,” he muttered, half to himself, half to his brother. “This is not the end.”

As if in a trance, he traced the symbols of rulership on his own forehead. The gestures were so perfect, it occurred to Jacen that he must have practiced it many times. With one last, stricken look at his father’s corpse, Ged ran after Ogden.

With a cry like a wounded animal, Seth fell to his knees and took Avram’s head in his hands.

Jacen touched his shoulder. “We have to go.” Beyond the chamber he sensed others approaching. But where had Nines gone? He desperately scanned the room, as though mere sight might detect what his extradimensional senses had failed to.

“How dare I mourn him,” Seth was saying. He looked up at Jacen, almost pleading. “How dare I mourn him, when what my family has done—if half of what he said is true⁠—”

Jacen said, “I know.” Guilt, at least, he understood. “But you’re no good to Neri dead.”

They had lingered too long. Several minds, capably defended, closed in on the audience chamber.

“Seth!” Jacen shouted. Finally, it worked.

Seth’s expression shuttered off. He stood, drew his sword, and let the four knights at the door come to him.

Jacen inflicted fear on the first man’s mind, so potent, it made him stop in his tracks. It made for a powerful weapon, because right now, it consumed Jacen, too. The knight trembled. His grip on his sword slipped⁠—

Another presence seized hold. With the strength of a cyclone, it flung Jacen out. The knight’s eyes slid out of focus. His stance solidified. In the instant before he attacked, Jacen understood what had happened.

Akkani.

The Holy Mother stood at the entrance to the audience chamber, one delicate hand raised to her temple. She directed the knight like a puppet. Jacen could not breach the man’s defenses, could not manipulate his thoughts, because his thoughts no longer mattered. Only Akkani’s implacable will remained.

Jacen lunged for the closest corpse—the lieutenant Ged had killed when they arrived. He took up her sword. Raised it just in time to block the knight’s. The blow landed with a force that nearly knocked him flat. He rolled sideways, struggling to his feet.

He held on to the sword for several pathetic seconds. The knight was clumsier than he might have been autonomously, but he attacked with no regard for personal safety. Seth couldn’t help; he had his hands full with the other three. A metal fist clanged against Jacen’s skull. He tasted blood. He was going to die there.

The knight faltered. Without stopping to wonder why, Jacen let him lose his balance and pitch forward. Jacen wrenched out his dagger and drove it under the man’s jaw. Bright, arterial blood spurted out. They both went down.

With a strangled yell of effort, he managed to push the knight off him—in time to see Akkani on her knees, face contorted in soundless agony.

Behind her stood Nines. Right hand outstretched, fingers clawed, eyes wide with shock that whatever she’d tried was working.

“Go!” she shouted, louder than Jacen had ever heard her speak. “I can’t keep this up.”

He stared, in stunned fascination, as the color bled out of Nines’ eyes, leaving behind an eerie, luminous white. The change was usually more gradual, built up in increments over many years of manipulating extradimensional energy. She must have been exerting an incredible amount of effort.

Seth had gotten the message. He seized Jacen by the arm, pulling him back, as Akkani seemed to regain control of herself. But she did not attack. She fixated on Seth. She stood very still, lips parting as though to ask a question.

She frowned.

Then Nines redoubled her efforts and began to hurry backward toward the passageway, giving Jacen little choice but to follow. Once all three of them were inside, Nines cried out. She swayed on her feet. Jacen barely caught her in time. Akkani’s shoulders tensed, and she stood.

“Together,” Jacen said to Nines, between breaths.

They drove Akkani back. They held her in place as they ran, until it proved too much of an effort to split their focus, and she broke free once more.

Jacen’s nose was bleeding. When he wiped his face, he couldn’t be sure what was his own blood and what was the knight’s, or even Lev’s. He sensed Akkani hunting for them, her mind racing far ahead of her body.

And then—he simply lost her.

“She’s gone,” Nines gasped. “Do you think⁠—”

“That she gave up?” Jacen choked out a laugh. “Never.”

The thought crossed his mind that this was too easy. Akkani had let Ged send Neri to the canyon because it benefited her plans, and might well be doing something similar today. But what could she possibly accomplish by letting them go? She must have decided to withdraw and reassess.

There was a rumble behind them, then a roar that shook the ceiling. Jacen, Seth, and Nines skidded to a panicked halt, all momentarily united in their certainty that they were about to be crushed.

“Tunnel’s collapsing.” Seth could only muster faint surprise. “Keep going!”

No time to wonder about it—about any of it. They ran.
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When the rumbling ceased, Jacen stopped running. Now that the adrenaline had faded, his body screamed at him to lie down, and if it came to another fight, he’d be no good to anyone. He might as well have been breathing gravel instead of air. He could not match the pace Seth seemed determined to maintain.

No sooner had Jacen finally regained his breath, still clutching a stitch in his side, than Nines asked, “Did my eyes change?”

It was a milestone among Church novitiates, something they celebrated, but Nines was clearly upset.

After a moment, Jacen said, “Yes.”

“Tell me what color they were.” She swallowed. “I don’t want to forget.”

After all she’d confessed to him, Jacen understood. To Nines, this was just another piece of herself destroyed because of these gifts she’d never wanted.

“Dark grey,” said Jacen. “Like heavy rainclouds.” Nines said nothing but let him feel her gratitude.

Though Jacen suspected she had the stamina to forge ahead—her exertions over the last five years had probably consisted of more than brisk walks to the liquor cabinet—she lingered beside him. For what felt like hours, they continued in silence.

The passageway let out in an underground ruin so ancient, it was difficult to tell the crumbling walls from the cavern’s natural formations. The deepriver rapids roared below, the only sound until they came upon a puddle of torchlight. There, Ogden sat on a stone outcropping, alone, as though he had been waiting for them.

He said, “If you’d been one minute later, the passageway would have come down on your heads.”

“You did that?” Jacen spluttered.

“It was a timed detonation,” Ogden said, clarifying nothing.

Seth was already scoping out the path ahead. “Where’s Ged? He must have come this way.”

“He did not see the merit in waiting,” said Ogden. “He went his own way, presumably to reconnect with what’s left of his forces.”

Seth swore. “He’ll have taken the boat.” “So be it. I have my own.”

But Seth wasn’t done. “How did you know about this place?”

“I learned about the passages when I was a member of Avram’s court. I’ve been planting explosives for years in case of emergency—probably enough to demolish the White Cathedral and the palace by now.” At the horrified look on Seth’s face, Ogden waved him down. “No, of course I didn’t trigger them all.” He added, more or less to himself, “I’m rather surprised it still works. It could prove useful if⁠—”

“What were you doing with my father?” Seth cut him off.

Ogden sighed. “Avram and I are old friends. We had a great deal to discuss.” A pause. “I take it he’s dead.”

Seth nodded, almost dazed, as if he still couldn’t quite believe it. “Ged killed him.”

“I suppose that was inevitable. Unfortunate—but inevitable.” A note of steel entered Ogden’s voice. “Zivora has been safe for too long. Let it burn. Let the people learn what it is to have no choice but to fight.”

Seth looked troubled. Nines did not appear to be listening, but Ogden’s gaze lingered on her. “That said, I would not blame you if you chose to leave this all behind. What’s your name, girl?”

She seemed mortified to have been asked. But when Jacen started to offer the name he’d found in the Archives—Syl—she said, “No. I’m not her anymore.” She exhaled. “I’ll be Nines until I feel like I’m someone else.”

Ogden inclined his head. “We’re going to the Shrouded City, and you would be most welcome there. Rest, gather yourself, and then you’ll be free to go wherever you please. Find your family in the south, perhaps.”

“We’ll see,” said Nines.

“And you.” Ogden eyed Jacen appraisingly. “You’ve earned my confidence, but my network may not share my sentiments.”

“I know,” Jacen said heavily.

“You think Neri and Ysira are there?” Seth asked.

“I know they are,” said Ogden. “I’ve received word. It’s probably time I fill some gaps in your education.” He stood, but when he took a step, he had to grab the rock for support. He swore under his breath.

Seth tried to take Ogden by the arm, but the healer raised a gloved hand in admonishment. Then Seth made a strangled noise. “Your foot is . . . the wrong . . . way.”

Jacen squinted, trying to suss out a trick of the light. Ogden’s left foot was indeed pointed backward. It didn’t seem to bother him in the slightest.

“Grateful as I am, Semira, I will not say this again. Keep your hands to yourself.” Ogden eased himself back down and lifted the hem of his robes, revealing⁠—

They were legs. Weren’t they? Ogden’s legs appeared to be metal, anatomically perfect replicas of muscle and bone. Without fanfare, he unlocked the lower leg from the stump of his left knee, turned it around, and pounded it back into place with his fist. Sparks darted down delicate silver threads with a whirring noise, twining around the limb like veins.

Jacen and Nines stared, as Seth said, “Fuck. Gods above. What the fuck.” He swallowed, and finished rather inarticulately, “What are you?” “This is a prosthetic.” Ogden removed a glove, showing them his right hand—another perfect metal replica. “I have four.” He waved

them onward, heedless of their stupefaction.

They followed him down a winding path through the ruins, to a riverside cove. It appeared empty, but Nines gasped. She’d sensed the presence seconds before Jacen.

“It’s safe,” Ogden said. “You can come out.”

The air flickered like a thousand tiny windows opening to let in the torchlight—and there stood the thing from the clinic basement.

The man—the god?—whatever he was, had traded his robes for sleek, seamless armor that encased every inch of his body. Browless blue eyes, deep-set in a pale, weary face, peered out from behind a glass pane.

Seth staggered back with an undignified yell.

Relief struck Jacen first, that this had not been a hallucination, that Ogden had in fact lied to him. Next came panic, because from a sober perspective, this sight proved far more unsettling.

“I remember you,” the being said to Jacen. His voice was muffled, with a slight mechanical quality—possibly a result of the helmet.

He turned to Ogden. “I triggered the incinerator in the clinic. They won’t find anything, even if they send someone who knows what to look for. Bugs have all been recalled.”

“Bugs?” Seth repeated.

“My spies,” Ogden said impatiently. “Inorganic. Undetectable to telepaths.”

But Nines addressed the being, as blunt as Jacen had ever heard her speak. “You look like the gods, but you don’t feel anything like them.”

“This is my dear friend,” said Ogden. “He is not a god, and he would appreciate it if you stopped gawking at him.”

“It’s quite all right.” The being inclined his head, an awkward gesture in his armor. “My name is Urien.”

Though Jacen wanted to say a million things, he started with the most obvious: “I’m sorry I startled you the other night. I . . . was not thinking clearly.”

“No need to apologize,” said Urien. “I’m only glad you’ve recovered.”

He seemed so sincere, Jacen couldn’t muster a response. Seth and Nines, too, were taken aback.

Ogden gestured around the camp. “If one of you would help him finish packing, I’ll need assistance with the boat.” When no one moved, he sighed. “The universe is much vaster than you’ve been taught. Urien was born on another world, far from Celes Lor.”

Jacen struggled to grasp that last sentence. “And you live in Ogden’s basement?”

Urien blinked. “It’s a bit difficult for me to walk freely around Zivora.” “He is of the same baseline species as the gods,” Ogden clarified.

“Without the archdemons that possess the Six.”

“The host bodies,” Nines murmured. “You’re the ones the gods use.” Urien’s expression turned grim. “Correct.”

Seth looked sideways at Jacen, as though expecting him to contradict the statement. Jacen shrugged. A halfhearted apology.

For many, such revelations would have proven too much. Too unbelievable. But Seth took it much as Nines had—in shock but not in crisis. It shouldn’t have surprised Jacen. Seth had always followed no creed but his own sense of love and duty, unbothered about the context in which they existed.

As for Jacen . . . He considered Ogden’s words, and Akkani’s before, turning them over in his head. He prodded at his feelings like he might a sore muscle, stretching them out, testing their limits. He found it surprisingly painless, his mind more flexible than he had imagined, capable of accommodating a larger world.

It was not the empty nihilism he feared he’d find once he let his faith go. It even felt strangely like hope.

When Jacen asked Urien, “How did you come to Zivora?” it was with genuine curiosity.

“It’s a very long story,” Ogden cut in. “And it will have to wait until we’re on the river.”

Jacen said, “I look forward to hearing it.”

Jacen’s attempts to help Ogden with the boat seemed to annoy the old man more than anything, so he soon gave up. He found Seth farther down the path, alone by the river, crouched on a rock and letting murky water run over his boots.

Seth had the look of a man at prayer. He did not stop Jacen as he approached, and for a time, they lingered there in companionable silence.

At last Jacen said, “I’m sorry about your father.”

“Me, too.” Seth stood, still fixating on the rocks with a troubled expression. “Ged was right to call him a coward. But me, too.”

Jacen had counseled congregants through grief before, but those had been believers. They took comfort in assurances about the continuity of the human soul, the promise of a reunion in paradise, and some greater plan into which their loss might fit. Seth had never been one for any of that, and Jacen . . .

Jacen no longer knew what he believed. He stood there, useless as he had not felt since he was a novitiate, both of them watching the river run by into the dark.

Then Seth said, “What if Ged was right about the rest of it, too? What good have I done for Zivora, playing politics, trying to instill Knight Candidates with a sense of justice, when none of it mattered? Not a blasted thing I ever did made a difference, because the gods are demons from another world.” He exhaled, incredulous, and shook his head. He finally looked at Jacen. “How are you holding up?”

“Honestly? I want a drink.” Jacen paused. “Don’t let me do that.”

He had to say it now, seize hold of his courage before it slipped away from him once more. For now, it was enough to focus on the task at hand and let the forward momentum carry him. But he knew himself well enough to realize moments like this never lasted, and what was enough to keep him sober today would no longer suffice tomorrow.

Seth’s red-brown eyes warmed. With the solemn air of one sealing a pact, he said, “I won’t.”

Jacen nodded his thanks and averted his gaze.

“You truly believe in this, don’t you?” Seth remarked. “You’re willing to risk your life for whatever’s in the Shrouded City.”

“I do.” If the truth was not worth Jacen’s life, what else could be? “I wish I had your optimism,” said Seth.

Jacen was unaccustomed to being called optimistic, and the look on his face forced a chuckle from Seth. “Maybe not, then. But I admire your capacity for faith.” His smile disappeared. “You said I don’t believe in anything, but I do. I believe in protecting the ones I love. I believe that Ged and my father are both wrong and we can find a path to a better world in which we don’t lose who we are.”

“I’m not sure the man I was would be worth mourning,” Jacen muttered.

“To me, you would be.” Seth added, more gently, “You have always been more than just a Priest of the Black Sun. Do you think I’d be here if you weren’t?”

Jacen had no response, because he feared Seth was wrong. The moral ground on which he’d stood had been the gods’, and with that ripped out from underneath him, maybe he was only a monster.

But now the illusion was gone. Jacen was sober, and for the first time in years, his head was clear. If that was possible . . . so too might be that better world of which Seth spoke. Perhaps they could look toward the future not with dread, but with hope.

Perhaps.

“We have to find Neri,” Seth said. “After that . . . I don’t know.” “We’ll have to fight,” Jacen realized aloud. “We have no choice now.” “That does seem to be about the size of it.” Seth managed a crooked smile, though it contained more than a hint of sadness. “Do we even stand a chance?”

As he began to head back up the path, Jacen clasped Seth’s shoulder. “I suppose we’ll have to have faith.”
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Seth took the stern position as Jacen took the bow, manning the oars while Nines, Ogden, and Urien huddled awkwardly with the cargo. The boat had just enough space for the five of them and supplies for two days’ journey downriver. Jacen suddenly found himself with too much time to think, facing the freedom—the terror—of a wide-open future.

He could do anything. He could throw himself into the deepriver. He could take this boat all the way to Lun or to the plague-riddled north beyond the Burning Hills. He could take up carpentry, raise pigeons, write poetry. Next time they made camp, he could corner Seth, close the distance between them, and run his hands over every inch of his body, just as he wished he could have years ago. Nothing stood in his way now. Not his vows—nothing.

Jacen tried to focus on the rowing, the rhythmic back-and-forth along the lazy current, but it was no use. He had only a fragile hold on his self-control, a filament of spider’s web all that kept him from doing something insane.

To his intense relief, Ogden finally spoke. “Before we arrive in the Shrouded City, there are some things I should tell you.”

“Some,” echoed Seth, twisting over his shoulder to give the old man a pointed look.

Ogden sighed. “In my youth, I ran afoul of the gods. I learned secrets I was not meant to know. Urien helped me escape.”

“I’d guessed that much,” Seth muttered.

“Oh?” Ogden’s bushy eyebrows rose. “Pity. That’s as much of my story as you’re entitled to.” He looked at Urien. “I imagine they’ll have more relevant questions for you.”

That was true enough. Jacen started with the most pertinent: “Why did you betray your people?”

“Why did you betray yours?” Urien countered without a hint of offense. “I imagine we’re more alike than you think. Sometimes, enough is simply enough.”

“What changed?” Seth asked.

“It’s difficult to explain. You know so little of my people.” It wasn’t an insult. In fact, Urien seemed almost apologetic. “Would you allow me to start from the beginning?”

Seth made a show of looking up and down the river. “We have time.”

Urien went quiet, pensive. Then he said, “My people—we call ourselves the Firstborn Empire—come from another planet.”

“What do you mean?” asked Nines.

“A world, not unlike your Celes Lor,” said Urien, “but farther away than any of us can fathom, lit by another sun. We call it Ihrafang.”

“How many other worlds are there?” Nines’ voice was tinged with awe. “Hundreds of thousands,” said Urien. “More than you or I could ever visit in a lifetime. Many—like this world, like my homeworld—have brought forth sapient life. We don’t know how or why, but without exception, each of these planets is touched by the Source. Some revere it, some fear it. My people exploited it. We stripped entire planets bare in the name of profit, and so we viewed the Source, too, as a commodity to be bought and sold.

“In those early days, there lived a man who controlled a great deal of that wealth, who also happened to be an adept telepath. When specialists in his employ discovered a demon that could grant its host exceptional physical abilities and longevity, he took it for himself. His name was Tharanoth, of the great house Eregost.”

“Tharanoth,” Nines repeated, automatic. “The Lord of Hunger.” Urien lifted a finger. “Not quite. You’re an exorcist in training, correct?” She hesitated, then shrugged and nodded.

“You know that all demons, even the most powerful, begin as little more than animals. They learn from their hosts over time. They come to want what their hosts want, believe what they believe. When a demon remains with the same host for hundreds of years, it learns everything there is to know about them. It preserves a near-perfect copy of that host’s mind, with all its memories, intelligence, and personality. It is as at home in this universe as it is in the Source.”

“Enough to survive indefinitely, without a living host?” Jacen hedged. “Indeed. But by the time Tharanoth’s original host expired, he’d had plenty of time to choose his second: his own descendant, created from centuries of selective breeding—and the strongest telepath of their generation. This process has continued over millennia. Tharanoth was among the earliest, but now there are over a hundred of his kind. “Archdemon hosts are possessed very young, when personality is malleable and easily subsumed. They are raised to view themselves as an extension of their ancestor, and consent to integration without hesitation. It is . . . the greatest honor our empire affords.” Urien paused. “Some would say that the state of our civilization is a tragedy because we’ve given it over to demons. I do not agree. Everything a demon learns, it learns from us. What we’ve become is a horror of our own making. The first man to call himself Tharanoth Eregost desired eternity, supremacy, to rule over worlds, and so, that’s what has been passed down.”

Jacen felt ill. “So, the gods . . .”

“They’ve all worn countless bodies,” said Urien. “Their bloodlines exist to produce archdemon hosts, bred to genetic perfection.”

“That’s why they look different than you,” Nines surmised.

“Scions of the archdemon bloodlines are larger and stronger than our species’ baseline,” Urien affirmed. “When one hosts a demon, that strength is amplified tenfold. My kind live longer than yours, but an archdemon might wear the same body for a thousand years.”

“And they’re invulnerable?” Jacen recalled the stories he’d heard as an acolyte, of an arrow bouncing off a goddess’s skin. “Human weapons can’t hurt them.”

“That particular advantage is technological,” said Urien. “Personal shield generators.” He clarified: “Their host bodies bleed and break like ours do, though the point is moot, because I’ve never known them to go without their shields. Regarding the demons inside, however, you’re correct. They cannot be harmed by any weapons of this universe.”

“How did you fit in to all this?” Nines asked.

“I was born on Ihrafang. My family is sworn to the bloodline of Turil Manengol—you call her the Lady of Pain. I came to Celes Lor as an engineer, and for fifty years, I worked on the orbital station.”

Nines narrowed her eyes at him. “What’s that? What were you doing here?” This was the most Jacen had ever heard her speak in a single conversation.

“You’re a pet project of Lord Tharanoth’s.” Urien grimaced at his own habitual use of the honorific. “This world is as fascinating as it is deadly. The archdemons can endure the radiation in your atmosphere, but I cannot.” He tapped his helmet. “I only helped keep the station in orbit, ensuring it blocks out the sun each Harvest season. I never traveled planetside. I . . . knew that the Harvest serves to gather test subjects for certain experiments. I don’t know their exact nature. But the little I discovered⁠—”

“Suffice to say,” Ogden cut in, “it’s worse than you can imagine.”

For the briefest of moments, Seth’s rowing ceased. Part of Jacen wanted to ask for details, but a much greater part couldn’t stand to know. Not today. Seth and Nines appeared to concur; both remained silent.

“Most of my colleagues were just trying to survive.” Urien seemed well aware this wasn’t an excuse, and spoke without emotion. “I’d hazard that most know next to nothing of the horrors their lords have perpetrated. Anyone who makes direct contact undergoes rigorous training and evaluation, sworn to secrecy. We’re told that to accelerate the development of a pre-interstellar civilization is to irreparably harm it, and all we do is for your own good.” He pressed his lips together. “You think us foolish for believing that, and you’re not wrong. But we are also afraid. The archdemons punish dissent . . . harshly.”

Jacen was familiar enough with that. It had become a matter of survival to try to look at his own people as abstract concepts, even as atrocities played out before his eyes. Who was he to judge Urien?

“I befriended Ogden when he was among us. Another victim of your Harvest. When I learned what would be done to him—” Urien broke off as Ogden coughed. “I could no longer ignore reality. I arranged our escape on a cargo shuttle. It remains my greatest shame that it took me so long to act, and my greatest honor that I finally did.”

Ogden laid a metal hand over Urien’s armored one. “It’s been my honor to know you, too.”

There was more to this story, and Jacen itched to know it. But it felt rather monstrously uncalled for, to ask Ogden how he’d lost all his limbs. This was a story to which he, a Priest of the Black Sun, had no right.

“Why are we so interesting to them?” Nines asked. “You said you don’t know everything. But you’ve guessed.”

It wasn’t a question. Urien sighed. “You produce telepaths at higher-than-average rates. That’s of interest to the archdemons. But I have speculated that C5-001 is the principal reason for their . . . considerable investment.” He clarified, “C5-001 is our name for the demon of the canyon.”

Seth’s rowing faltered again. “Neri’s demon?”

“On all the worlds we’ve conquered,” said Urien, “the Firstborn have never encountered demons more powerful than the ones who rule us. C5-001 is the exception.”

“They view it as a threat,” said Ogden. “Or something that could be, in the right hands.”

“Neri’s hands.” Seth exhaled, not quite a laugh. “Is his demon anything like the gods? Will it subsume his personality?”

“No.” Ogden said it with confidence, but what Jacen detected was not certainty. “The extreme longevity of the Firstborn hosts is key here.” He looked to Jacen. “The exorcist might explain it better.”

“Most demons contain only echoes of previous hosts,” Jacen said quietly. “A possessed telepath can, in theory, commune with them but won’t be consumed. If there have been too many other hosts, I can imagine it might be . . . chaotic. But a trained telepath should be able to maintain distinct boundaries⁠—”

Jacen stopped. He’d been thinking aloud—a mistake.

“How many hosts has Neri’s demon had?” Seth asked with dawning horror.

Urien considered before answering. “The Zal documented over a thousand.”

“And Neri isn’t a trained telepath.” Seth laughed again, and this time, it sounded like choking. “Can he handle that?”

Ogden said nothing.

“They may not mean to use him,” said Urien. “They might use your species’ genetics, most notably your radiation resistance, to enhance their own and eventually harness C5-001 themselves.”

To his credit, at least, he seemed to realize it wasn’t a reassuring statement.

“Hold on,” said Seth. “You’re not saying they can breed with us, are you?”

Urien and Ogden exchanged a glance. An uncomfortable silence dragged on.

“We’re similar, biologically speaking,” said Urien. “All worlds touched by the Source have commonalities.”

Ogden coughed and said to Urien, “He’s going to find out. We might as well tell him now.”

They both looked at Jacen. His insides contorted. “Tell me what?” “After you broke into my home,” said Urien, “I felt compelled to do my research.”

Jacen had already begun to guess what Urien was about to tell him. He stared at the water, wishing he could take the question back, holding his theories by a tight rein before they could spiral.

“I tested your genetic material after you bled all over my floor.” Urien’s tone was gentle and far too delicate.

“Out with it,” Jacen blurted. “The Cathedral archives say I’m Zal and I don’t have an original surname. I was given false memories. It’s because I’m—because I’m⁠—”

He stared at Ogden, challenging him to deny it, until the old man said, “Yes.”

Too much made sense now. Jacen’s shoulders sagged. He wanted to keep sinking until he dissolved into the churning black river.

“It’s a hard truth, I know.” Ogden added, as though he thought it might help, “Most likely, you are Zal, and one of your parents or grand-parents had . . . a tryst with a Firstborn field operative.”

Seth rowed on without a word, and Jacen did not dare try to sense what he felt. He dearly wished someone would say something—anything.

“My contacts in the Shrouded City are aware of your heritage,” Ogden said. “I thought it best that you heard it before we arrived.”

Another reason for them to hate him. Jacen was beginning to feel lightheaded. “What does this mean for me?”

“They might find you too useful to kill,” said Ogden. “Telepaths of your caliber are terribly rare.”

“Physically,” Jacen managed to elucidate. If he was not quite human . . . The notion was too abstract to fully grasp. He looked outwardly ordinary enough, but what legacies had his monstrous ancestors left lurking beneath his skin?

“I don’t know,” Ogden admitted. “You may live longer than your species’ norm.”

Jacen had wanted this answer, hadn’t he? He wrung his fingers together, stifling a sudden impulse to count them. Urien noticed. He frowned at Jacen’s hands and seemed about to speak but stopped himself.

“What is it?” Jacen demanded.

“I’d expect you to be . . . well, a bit more like me.” Urien looked askance and demurred, “But I’m no geneticist.”

Jacen gritted his teeth. For gods’ sake, he was a telepath. He knew Urien was leaving something out, something he wasn’t comfortable saying aloud.

“Please.” Jacen struggled to keep his voice level. “Just tell me.”

Urien shifted in his seat. “Most of my people never have any interaction with yours, let alone set foot on this planet. What’s more, there are . . . certain traits you possess which do not occur naturally in us.” He lifted a four-fingered hand. “Five digits, for instance. Some of our great houses have engineered it into their genomes for the dexterity advantage. Also, considering your size and strength . . .” He cleared his throat. “It’s likely—a certainty, even—that your parentage comes from one of those great houses.”

A violent shudder ran through Jacen. Seth had begun to row with a vengeance. Nines openly stared at Jacen, deep in thought.

Even Ogden was taken aback. “I don’t recommend sharing that theory with our friends in the Shrouded City.” He sighed. “I’ve had a difficult enough time keeping him alive.”

Jacen ignored him, focused on Urien. The strange little man beheld him with a blend of pity, curiosity, and fear. That fear was unmistakable to a telepath, and Urien’s was familiar. Jacen had felt it that night in the clinic. When Urien had frozen at the sight of him, Jacen had thought it odd, but . . . Perhaps the true object of Urien’s fear was someone else, someone of whom Jacen reminded him.

“Of your great houses,” Jacen said slowly. “How many individuals have visited this planet?”

“That I know of?” Urien exhaled. “Only six.”
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Jacen watched the deepriver flow by as they drifted through the dark, scarcely penetrated by lantern light. They passed stalactites and stalagmites, strange fungi, coves and whirlpools and deeper, narrower branches of Esh down which their map warned never to go. Far from the wasteland above, even the darkness—especially the darkness—was alive.

The Zal tongue had more than a dozen different words for darkness, and Esh was one. Though it roughly signified abyss, Standard had no direct equivalent. Esh was an unending black, a great mystery, an unknown so profound, one might drown in it.

The others’ emotions created a grating cacophony around the fringes of Jacen’s consciousness. Nines tucked herself against the back of the boat, as close to the side as she could manage. Ogden sat hunched over, folded hands pressed to his forehead. He’d put his gloves back on since Nines would not stop staring at his metal fingers. Jacen couldn’t blame either of them. His head felt unbearably full.

Other worlds, uncounted thousands of them. No gods at all, but visitors from the stars. And Jacen was their offspring.

To even think the words still felt like blasphemy of the highest order: Jacen’s own lineage included one of the gods. Or—one of his parents or grandparents, born under another sun had been given as a child to host an ancient demon.

He could not decide which manner of describing it seemed worse. Which of the Six, then? Could it have been Rakalem, the Lord of Fear, in whose presence Jacen had stood only days earlier? Might he be a son of Ileth? Or Nabatar—the Lord of Sickness, who had carried out Elyas’s death sentence? When the scavenger brought it to his chapel, could Jacen have held his own father’s skull?

Whatever Urien had guessed, he hadn’t shared, and Jacen was uninclined to press. He tried not to wonder, lest he make himself sick. He found himself trying to glimpse his reflection in the water as he rowed, in case it had changed when he wasn’t paying attention. When they stopped to rest, he ran his hands over his round ears, searching for traces of scar tissue where they might have been cut or reshaped, until he caught the others watching and stopped.

He slept little that night. The entire paradigm through which he approached reality had shifted. It was as though he had spent his life in a dark room, fumbling at what he believed to be a rope. Then someone lit a torch and he realized it was a kirikil’s tail and he had never been in a room at all—but, rather, on the edge of a cliff. And then someone had shoved him off it.

It was dizzying. His first inclination was to clamp his hands over his head and scream. His second was to drink until it no longer mattered. Had there been any liquor available, he would have been unconscious by now.

He did not want to regress to that state. He did not want to go back to sleep.

Did he?

The damage he’d done to himself . . . Would it be like this for the rest of his life? Would he spend every waking moment staving off the temptation to slip back beneath the waves of blissful oblivion?

And—exactly how long would he live? Jacen couldn’t tolerate another month of this, let alone centuries. Considering the mess they were in, at least, longevity seemed very low on his list of likely problems. He tried to find solace in that.

After another day’s travel downriver, they followed a twisting fork to an underground harbor. There, the water was shallow and turquoise, reflected on the sandstone cavern walls as a shining, shifting web. Seth and Jacen steered the boat into the dock, one of many in two parallel rows. Beyond the water, a tunnel curved up through the rock.

No sooner had they disembarked than a woman emerged. Two veiled, red-robed figures flanked her. One carried an ornate clay jar. The woman in the lead was tall and brown, with pale eyes, and⁠—

“Hesaya?” Jacen exclaimed.

At the sight of him, Sister Hesaya Jinaan’s demeanor grew cold. “Brother Kheris.”

Of all his Brothers and Sisters, Jacen would have guessed Hesaya among the least likely to be a resistance spy. But there she stood, dressed in red, carrying herself with an assured grace not at all like the rigidity she projected as a Priest of the Black Sun. All that had fallen away, just a mask she’d discarded.

Jacen had assumed she chose her assignment in the Knots out of genuine devotion, a desire to deepen the Church’s roots where they were weakest. Her true faith had been right under his nose all along, hidden among the syncretized rituals and symbols of the Zal.

“You were Ogden’s contact.” Jacen struggled for words. “You’re—” “A traitor?” Hesaya raised her eyebrows. “A heretic?”

“I didn’t mean . . .” Jacen shook his head. After Elyas, Hesaya must have resented Jacen for years, far more than she’d let him see. It hurt in a way he had not anticipated, and all he could say was “I’m sorry.”

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Hesaya said to Ogden. She turned to Nines. “Welcome, child. You’ve had a long journey, but you’re safe here.” She motioned for the person with the jar to step forward.

“Drink, and have sanctuary,” they said in Zal. Nines stared at the proffered jar.

“It’s only water,” Hesaya explained. “A ritual of hospitality.”

Nines took a perfunctory sip. The veiled person offered Ogden the water next. Urien declined on account of his armor, and Hesaya did not so much as blink at him. Before Seth, though, she stopped her associate from lifting the jar.

“Semira. I assume you’re here for your nephew.”

“Where is he?” Seth’s tone, for the time being, was measured. “Is Ysira here?”

“You should know that if Var Naxal hadn’t asked for you personally, I’d leave you for the spiders,” Hesaya said. “But these are desperate times.” She took the jar and offered it to Seth herself. “Drink.”

Seth ignored it. “Let me speak to Ysira. I set out to protect Neri, and I won’t do anything else until⁠—”

Hesaya tossed the water in his face. Seth stumbled back, spluttering.

“Get your hand away from your sword,” Hesaya snapped. “It won’t help you against me. You will see your nephew at our discretion, in accordance with our rituals and customs, and you will not enter the Shrouded City until you demonstrate your willingness to cooperate.”

“If you think I’m subjecting myself to telepathic interrogation—” “This isn’t Zivora. I’m no inquisitor. But history has taught us that if we are to survive, we must be cautious.” Hesaya’s gaze lingered on Jacen. “We can provide sanctuary. But he will face judgment.”

Jacen raised his hands in a placating gesture. “I understand. I’ll do whatever you ask of me. I . . . I’m here to atone.”

Hesaya blinked at him. Ever so slightly, she inclined her head. “Good.” “Will you just—” Seth ground his knuckles against his forehead.

“Tell us whether Neri is possessed.”

Hesaya’s expression turned strange. “Yes.”

Seth remained outwardly calm, but Jacen knew him well enough to recognize the terror beneath the surface. “What does that mean to you?”

“It means he’s been chosen,” said Hesaya, “by the guardian of our people since the depths of history, long before Zivora’s gods invaded from the stars. After the Cataclysm, we thought Naxal lost, but no longer.” Her tone was deadly serious, even formal. “Neri Var Naxal will deliver us.”

Ogden and Urien exchanged a look. Nines said nothing at all. “Every time you performed an exorcism,” Jacen said slowly, “that’s what you hoped to find. The voice in the desert.”

Hesaya gave a solemn nod. One of the veiled individuals murmured something in Zal, and now Jacen understood. A deep cold flooded his veins.

“Naxal,” Seth repeated. “What does that mean?”

Jacen answered, “Devourer.” Another word which, in the Zal language, was deceptively simple. Taken literally, alone, it meant eater or perhaps hunger. In context, though . . . He drew a long breath. “It means world-ender.”

Hesaya smiled grimly. “That’s the difference between your faith and mine, Brother Kheris. We do not pray for peace.”

Hesaya made them wait.

Jacen, Seth, Ogden, and Urien sat in a row along the cavern wall, while Nines dangled her feet off the pier. They watched the boats bobbing in the harbor as the four militiamen posted at the tunnel’s entrance watched them. The collective mood grew increasingly anxious and irritable.

There were a thousand things Jacen wanted to discuss—with Seth in particular—precious few of which he could actually say aloud. He imagined whatever judgment awaited him; in his mind’s eye, not unlike the day the Council had tried him for his role in Elyas’s fall. But these would not be his own Brothers and Sisters. They would be faceless strangers he had already once betrayed, beholden to a god he did not yet understand. His very life might have already slipped through his fingers. Atonement, for Jacen Kheris, might only come with death.

As the minutes ticked by, something tugged at the periphery of his senses. Not a human consciousness. This was much stranger, an impossibly dense amalgamation of extradimensional energy. It built until Jacen could no longer ignore it, and asked, “What is that?” His voice echoed across the harbor.

“I sense it too,” said Nines.

“Probably the Gate,” said Ogden. “I can’t quite sense it from here, but I’ve been closer before. It takes time to acclimate.”

Seth massaged his temples. “Is that why I’ve had a headache since we docked?”

“Unlikely,” said Ogden. “You’re not a telepath. Perhaps you ought to drink some water.”

Before Seth could offer a sarcastic response, Nines blurted, “It feels like it does under the Cathedral. By the white door.”

She was right. That room with the strange heartbeat, where Ged had claimed the High Lord met the gods. It held a Gate, a doorway through the Source, and Jacen had never realized it because he had not been taught what to look for. Legend held that only those who bore demons could pass through the Source unscathed.

“There’s a Gate in the White Cathedral,” Jacen mused, then frowned. “That one doesn’t lead here, does it?”

“Of course not,” said Ogden. “Celes Lor’s Gate network is like a wheel. The hub is in the ruins of Zal Fel. Zivora is one spoke, and here is another. The Firstborn Empire is not aware of this particular spoke’s existence.”

“Seems incredibly risky to have a base here,” Seth opined.

“Not as much as you’d think,” said Urien. “Radiation levels and atmospheric conditions in the Scar make our surveillance instruments near-worthless.”

“Oh?” Jacen tried his utmost to assume the air of one mildly intrigued and not hopelessly baffled.

Seth had no such reservations. “Say that in Standard.”

“They won’t find the Gate,” said Ogden. “Spokes lead only to the hub, and to travel anywhere at all from the hub, one needs to have physically been there. Otherwise, their demons cannot know the path through the Source.”

Seth considered that. “Can’t they search the Source?”

“It doesn’t work that way,” Jacen muttered. “Space and time are meaningless in the Source.”

If anything, that frustrated Seth more. He stood and began to pace down the pier.

“Where do you think you’re going?” a militiaman called.

“To take a piss,” Seth said, without looking back. “Or would you prefer I do it here?”

They let him be. Jacen struggled to do the same. Seth was a creature of logic, prone to disliking things that did not operate as such. The Source was a prime example, not to mention everything else afoot. Likely, he needed a moment or two alone.

Once Seth had disappeared around the riverbend, Nines turned toward Jacen. At first, her uncharacteristic insistence on eye contact confused him, but then he realized she wanted to talk. He offered a slight nod as he opened his mind to her.

There’s something else, she said. Can you sense it?

Jacen cleared his mind and reached past the Gate. In the distance, he perceived the denizens of the Shrouded City—thousands of them. He couldn’t make sense of the cacophony. He didn’t have anywhere near that sort of range and was about to tell Nines as much, but . . .

With impossible clarity, one mind surged above the rest.

A demon. Jacen had never sensed one like this—it had to be Naxal. While most demons were difficult to perceive at a glance, Naxal was anything but hidden. Now that Jacen had taken notice, it refused to let him look anywhere else, almost as distracting as the Gate itself. As for the consciousness it inhabited . . . Beneath the crushing weight of the thing inside his head, Neri Semira was an echo, an afterthought.

Jacen rubbed his forehead as though it might rid him of the discomfort. It’s strong. Stronger than anything I’ve ever encountered.

Nines seemed genuinely frightened. I don’t like it.

Jacen could not say he disagreed. But he had come all this way for a reason, and to turn back now would be unfathomable.

What are they going to do to us? Nines asked.

Hesaya won’t hurt you. Of that much, Jacen was confident. She understands.

You trust her, Nines observed.

I do.

She mulled that over. What am I supposed to do? I suppose . . . whatever you want.

She found the prospect perplexing, even a bit alarming. But she said, I think I want to help. She hesitated. I want to help so we can go back for everyone still trapped in the Cathedral. I don’t want what happened to Daru to happen to anyone else. To think her friend’s true name brought forth a surge of grief but also of warmth washing over both their minds. After that . . . if we survive . . . I think I want to go home.

To the Fractured Peninsula? Jacen recalled the name from the archives. Kasoa. Do you remember it at all?

No. But I realized, on the boat here, that I wasn’t afraid of falling in the water. I know how to swim. A real smile lit her face. It’s not all gone. Have you ever tried to remember?

She seemed far more comfortable with psychic communication. To Jacen, that made sense. Human beings were prone to obfuscating and exaggerating, putting on performances, saying one thing and meaning another. In one’s mind, however, they could speak only truth. I haven’t, he admitted. Until Elyas’s death, Jacen had believed in the righteousness of what had been done to him. After that, he was rarely sober enough to consider the matter. Now . . . I’m not sure I want to remember.

Nines didn’t try to argue. But she said, You speak Zal. I heard you, the first day we met. You weren’t allowed to learn it, but you did anyway.

He hadn’t hidden a blasted thing from this girl. He nodded. I think it was my first language. Suddenly, there was a lump in his throat. I suppose some part of me always knew.

Some parts of us . . . maybe they’re too connected to the rest, so it’s not possible to erase them without breaking something. Nines tilted her head at him. Does that make any sense?

It does. Jacen had yet to decide whether that was entirely a good thing, though, and Nines’ smile fell away as her thoughts followed a similar track.

I wonder if the Church is like that. If we try to cut it out, it would take too much with it.

Jacen had no response. When Hesaya returned, the question still nagged at him like a burr underfoot. With a heaviness in his soul, he rose to meet his fate.

They followed Hesaya through a maze of cramped sandstone tunnels. The four militiamen joined them as they left the docks, closing ranks around Jacen. Ogden and Urien came next, Seth trudging behind. Nines trailed at her own pace.

Jacen had the feeling of climbing through the bowels of some great stone beast, with some passages so low, he had to hunch. His shoulders cramped. He lost track of the way but sensed with increasing certainty that they approached the Gate. It was a dreaming, ageless thing. Its presence expanded, beckoning, and the atmosphere grew caustic.

Fear took root in Jacen’s mind. He had begun to work out what, exactly, these people might ask of him.

He finally asked, “Why are you taking us to the Gate?”

“The Source is our last remaining weapon,” Hesaya said. “Valak do not become valak unless they face the Trial of the Gate.” She paused. “Most of the time.”

“You mean to send me through,” Jacen asserted, very quiet.

“We lost one demon priest because of you,” said Hesaya. “Var Naxal has decreed that you can give us another or face the Source’s judgment.”

The words hit Jacen like a punch to the gut. When they stopped before a simple door, painted black, the corridor was spinning.

“Wait here.” Hesaya went through alone.

As soon as she’d shut the door behind her, Ogden said, “Hmm.” He scratched his beard. “I didn’t expect that.”

“Expect what?” Seth demanded. “What is the Trial of the Gate?” He tried to approach Jacen. The militiamen crossed their spears, blocking his way.

“It’s what Elyas did.” Jacen forced his mouth to move. “He walked into the Source, defenseless, and a demon chose him. If he hadn’t succeeded . . .”

“He would have faced judgment,” Ogden finished, when Jacen couldn’t. “Annihilation, most likely.”

“She said Neri ordered this?” Seth exclaimed. “This is insanity.” But Jacen heard himself say, “This is justice.”

“You cannot possibly be considering this.” Seth rounded on Ogden. The old man raised a bushy eyebrow. A question, and an irritated one. “And you—not one word? You’re just going to let them do this?”

“This is out of my hands,” said Ogden. “We all heard quite clearly. We enter the city in accordance with their customs, and this one is among their most sacred.”

“Since when do you care about sacred rituals? I thought you had no use for religion.”

“I have never said I have no use for religion,” said Ogden. “It has a great many uses. I have plenty of incentive to keep these people happy, and so do you.” He jabbed Seth in the chest with a bruising metal finger. “I recommend you find a way to cope, and quickly.”

Seth looked desperately to Urien. Nines was frozen in a way that would have made Jacen try to comfort her, had he not felt as if he floated somewhere far from his body.

Urien gave an apologetic lift of his shoulders. “You must understand why it’s not my place to question.”

Hesaya opened the door, depriving Seth of the chance to respond.

She addressed Jacen. “Follow me.”

Jacen’s hands shook, so hard he had to grip them together to make it stop. But when he emerged into the open, he faltered in his tracks. Had to recalibrate his sense of scale. The triangular chamber was so vast as to seem impossible, as though he’d stepped from a world of insects into one of giants. Several layers of mezzanine soared up to distant skylights, motes of dust drifting through the dimness like blurry stars.

The walls loomed monolithic and bare but for the one that formed the base of the triangle, opposite the entrance. That one held a titanic frieze of twisting, visceral shapes, which hurt Jacen’s head to gaze upon too long. In the center of the chamber three obelisks, etched with glyphs, marked the points of a triangular dais.

No—not a dais; that was a pool, but so still and black, it could have passed for stone. Above it hovered a tear in the universe.

The ceiling slanted up and up, letting in a shaft of red light that fractured around that void, scattering strange patterns across the water. A lone woman, scarred and red-robed with a shaved head, waited there. Her left arm was a burned and twisted ruin, secured in a sling across her chest.

Seth jogged past the militiamen to keep pace with Hesaya. “If I could just speak to Neri. Or Ysira. I swear to you they would not⁠—”

Hesaya rounded on him, so swiftly, they almost collided. “Unless you want to follow Brother Kheris into the Source, you will stand aside and you will not interfere.” She swept a hand off to her left, indicating where Seth ought to stand.

“It’s all right,” Jacen said, though his voice came out a croak. Ogden gripped Seth by the shoulder, steering him toward Urien, Nines, and a silent row of veiled acolytes. But Seth held Jacen’s gaze, and it brimmed with a heat and terror he had never seen before.

The militiamen forced Jacen to his knees before the Gate. He found himself looking at a flower with bruise-dark petals. Thorned telkaan vines lined the edges of the inky water, roots spidering out in a hundred greedily drinking tendrils.

“I didn’t know they could flower,” Jacen murmured.

“Not in centuries,” said the woman in red. “This is a powerful sign.”

Seth made a choking noise. The woman ignored him and crouched in front of Jacen. She grasped him by the chin with her good hand, forcing him to meet her stark white eyes.

“You don’t know me,” she said. “But I know you. I am Eneva Nal Karak, and I am the last Gatekeeper. Before the conquest, I would have selected valak candidates and prepared them to enter the Source. I would have ensured that only the strongest, the bravest, the worthiest were allowed to attempt this most sacred of tests.” Her lip curled. “But in these times, we are far less spoiled for choice.”

“I’m here to atone,” Jacen said. “All my gifts are at your disposal.” “You’re of Zal blood,” Eneva went on, like he hadn’t spoken. She tilted his head side to side, examining him. “Probably not enough to counter the enemy’s taint, but it might help.”

Without breaking eye contact, she took a polished obsidian cup from her robe and dipped it in the pool. She held it, dripping, in front of Jacen’s face.

“Telkaan,” she said. “A powerful hallucinogen, known to enhance extradimensional senses. It will impair you in this universe but open your mind to the divine.”

Ogden cleared his throat. “He’s in a bit of an unstable psychological state, just a few days sober. I don’t think⁠—”

“With due respect,” said Eneva, in a tone that conveyed anything but, “he deserves no more consideration than he offered my murdered allies.” She smiled mirthlessly. “Besides, I have little doubt he’ll be found unworthy. No need to worry about preserving his faculties.”

She held the cup to Jacen’s lips. “Drink.”

He had faced death so many times over the last few days, but this felt different. More final. What chance could there be that he of all people would walk into the Source and be found worthy?

Panic shrank his world sliver-thin, made it impossible to breathe.

The cup tipped forward.

Then a voice rang out across the temple chamber, clear and commanding. “Release him!”

Eneva’s expression turned coldly furious. But she only let Jacen see it. She schooled her features into resignation, set the cup down, and stood.

She said, “Var Naktis.”

Such was his shock and relief, Jacen could have fainted. He sagged to the floor, retching, wiping any traces of contaminated water from his lips.

“I was carrying out due justice,” Eneva said with a bow. “As is my role as Gatekeeper. I didn’t think it necessary to disturb⁠—”

“Spare me the act,” snapped the newcomer. “I told you I was to be alerted immediately once they arrived.”

Still kneeling, Jacen turned to look at her. Ysira Naktis wore a black spidersilk gown with a neckline that plunged to a hammered copper girdle, exposing the red tattoos spiraling over her arms and torso. Her red-black hair hung loose around her shoulders. She had brought no weapons, but she carried herself with the countenance of a queen.

“I didn’t know,” Hesaya said, with real deference. “I thought we were following orders.” She frowned at the Gatekeeper. “Eneva. What’s going on?”

“Var Naxal commands that you spare Jacen Kheris,” Ysira said. “My son wants him alive.”

Ysira laid heavy emphasis on the word son, as if Eneva might need the reminder. Jacen could not muster more than distant surprise. He still felt on the verge of collapse. The Gatekeeper bowed lower and backed away.

Ysira’s night-dark gaze swept the room, narrowed and calculating. She ordered, “Everyone except the new arrivals—out. I’ll speak with them in private.”
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Iyelekirin twitched and pulsed in the back of Ysira’s skull, as though excitably communicating with whatever lay beyond the Gate. She had grown more acclimated to the Source’s effects since her mishap at Zal Fel, but her demon’s restlessness still made it difficult to focus. She struggled to tune it out as she assessed the situation.

Jacen knelt on the floor before the Gate, wearing a dazed expression. A teenage girl Ysira didn’t know, dressed in the grey robes of a Church novitiate, hovered beside an exhausted-looking Seth. Then there was Ogden, and a slight, pointed-eared man in head-to-toe armor who—unless she was very much mistaken—was of the same species she had fought on the Firstborn station.

Where to begin?

The novitiate saved Ysira the trouble when, without warning, she burst into tears. It was impossible to tell what might have set her off. Perhaps whatever she’d endured to reach this place had simply caught up with her.

Hesaya had almost reached the door but doubled back. She embraced the novitiate. The girl seemed briefly horrified, arms stiff at her sides, but then she began to cry harder. She sobbed into Hesaya’s robes as the priest murmured, “You’re safe. It’s over. Come with us; I’ll get you a meal and a bath.”

She looked at Ysira, not really asking permission, but Ysira nodded. Hesaya gently guided the novitiate away. When they were gone and the others had recovered, they all accosted Ysira at once.

“Where have you been?” Seth exclaimed. “Where is Neri?”

“Neri is safe and eager to see you.” Ysira turned to Ogden. “It’s good to see you alive. I worried my actions might have made you a target.”

“You needn’t have.” Ogden cast an appraising glance around the temple chamber. “You did well.”

“Ysira,” Seth cut in. “What did you do?”

“What, indeed?” Ogden raised his eyebrows. Jacen also looked up at her expectantly, as did the . . . other person.

She would come back to that.

She put it as concisely as possible. “Neri found the demon. I was too late to stop it from claiming him as a host. We were taken by the gods to their . . . they called it a station, in the sky. I killed quite a lot of them. We escaped. The Lord of Hunger made it clear he means to take revenge.”

They all stared at her. Ysira pointed at the diminutive armored man, now lurking in the shadows behind Ogden. “He’s one of them, isn’t he? What’s he doing here?”

“He can be trusted.” Ogden hesitated. “I’m sorry I never told you the full story, but it wasn’t all mine to tell.”

“Circumstances have changed,” Urien said. “Ysira—I’m so pleased to finally meet you.”

He extended a four-fingered hand. Ysira tensed, unsure what he expected from her. Ogden muttered to Urien, “Not a local custom.” He raised his own hand—gloveless, the first time Ysira had ever seen it that way—and paused as her gaze traveled over the shimmering metal.

It was her turn to stare, torn between curiosity and horror. “There’s a great deal I haven’t told you,” Ogden admitted.

“It’ll have to wait,” said Seth. “For the last time—what happened?” He met Ysira’s eyes. “Ged thinks you killed Damir and Casandra.”

“They gave me no choice,” Ysira said. “They tried to kill me and take Neri back to Ged. Isn’t that what we were all trying to avoid?”

“Ged said Casandra was burned,” Jacen spoke up, finally seeming to remember how. “That wasn’t you. That was the demon, wasn’t it?” His brow furrowed. “Is that what happened to the Gatekeeper’s arm?”

Seth’s shoulders sagged. “Gods.”

“None of that was intentional,” Ysira said. “Neri is learning to control it. Eneva can be difficult, but she’s very knowledgeable, and she agrees he needs to understand how to use this power as safely as possible.”

“That’s nice. You want him to embrace this world-ending power safely.” Seth rubbed his forehead. “After what I saw in Zivora, I understand. I do. I know Neri will be at the center of the conflict ahead, whether I want him to be or not. But . . . Jacen’s explained integration to me once or twice. Is Neri integrated?”

“Not yet.” Ysira suppressed a wince as hope flared to life on Seth’s face. “All I ask is that we leave Neri the option of an exorcism,” he said.

“Jacen could do it.”

“Possibly,” Ysira allowed. Jacen said nothing, but she nodded at him. “I’m hoping you might help, regardless. They don’t have many telepaths here, let alone Tier Six. Another of the valak can channel extradimensional energy, and she’s been able to teach Neri a bit, but no one can make much sense of Naxal.”

Eneva had an irritating habit of sending every telepath that crossed her threshold through the Trial of the Gate, with abysmal results. She had explained to Ysira, somewhat condescendingly, that these were desperate times. Ysira was less surprised than frustrated that she’d tried to force the Trial on Jacen when he might well be the only one strong enough to commune with Naxal.

The priest looked as if he’d been beaten to the very brink of death and barely crawled away. He had a manic energy about him—movements too quick, dark-circled eyes darting about like he thought he was being followed. More interestingly, he was sober. He also no longer wore his double-circle medallion.

“Now,” said Ysira. “Where is Ged?”

“We don’t know.” A shadow fell over Seth’s face. “I don’t know what you’ve heard from Zivora, but Ged . . . He killed my father.”

Ysira did not have it in her to be sorry but assumed a sympathetic sort of expression for Seth’s sake. Ged would turn up again. He always did. She would worry about that later.

Ogden clapped his metal hands with uncharacteristic enthusiasm. “So! Are we finally cleared to enter the city proper?”

“We’re set up in the old library.” Ysira directed them through the door, back the way they had come. The militiamen stood ready to guide them to the Shrouded City.

But Seth lingered behind and stopped Ysira before she could follow. He was looking at her with a truly audacious blend of pity and tenderness, such that she knew what he was going to say.

“You told Neri?”

Ysira addressed the space beside Seth’s head. “If you’re going to pass judgment on how I’ve handled this⁠—”

“No.” Seth drew back as though wounded and added more emphatically, “No, I’m not. I’m just sorry it had to be this way.” He seemed to struggle internally. “For what it’s worth, all those years ago, I should have helped you. I always cared about you. I still do.”

Ysira gave a tight nod and started to follow the others. Seth caught her by the arm. His callused hand was strong and terribly gentle. He lowered his voice. “I should have done more. Gods, after everything I’ve seen . . . I should have done so much more, in so many ways, I don’t know where to begin.” His face contorted. “I never asked. I should have. Did Ged— Did he—” He couldn’t finish.

“No,” said Ysira. “He did nothing to me against my will.” “But⁠—”

“Seth?” Ysira said through gritted teeth. “Drop it.” There was nothing she wanted to discuss less, and for now, he seemed willing to honor that. But he had a tragic, distant air about him as they left the Gate chamber side by side. She did her best not to see it.

The oppressive sandstone labyrinth opened on a cavern suffused in red light. Its ceiling was a mass of crystals, like the split-open face of a massive geode, sustaining vast, tilled fields of rich volcanic soil—crops of corn, squash, and barley. Far from the sun’s evil gaze, these plants flourished unlike any in Zivora’s agricultural district. Seth took it all in with a shocked expression.

Scattered workers made their way through the fields with tools and baskets, and a few stopped as they passed. Ysira caught a pair staring at her, only to quickly pretend they hadn’t been when she looked their way.

It was an odd thing, to have lived her whole life unworthy of notice and then to suddenly be perceived everywhere she went. She was still getting used to it. She wondered if she ever would.

“I can’t believe the Church never found this place,” Seth said, once they had passed back into the tunnels. “Especially after . . . You know. Jacen.” He paused. “I’m worried about him. He’s acting strangely.”

Ysira shrugged, though she didn’t disagree. “He’s a strange man.

It’s not my fault you’re too infatuated with him to have noticed.”

A dark flush crept up Seth’s neck, but he said, “I do expect this, from him.” He glanced around the empty tunnel. “But these people are worryingly religious, and I’m afraid they might encourage him.”

“He’s not stupid. He’s more than capable⁠—”

Seth cut Ysira off with a wince and a wave of his hand. “I know. He’s one of the most brilliant people I’ve ever met. We also both know he’s not exactly well, and . . . you didn’t see it, Ysira. They were going to kill him back there, and he would have let it happen. I—” He swallowed. “I’m afraid he’s just brilliant enough to convince himself of any insane thing he wants to believe.”

“Seth.” Ysira touched his bristly cheek, with a softness she’d never have deigned to show when they were younger. He froze. “I know what I’m doing.”

“I believe you,” he said.

Ysira wasn’t sure he did. But his eyes had softened. “Just be careful,” he told her. “Please.”

As they resumed walking, she felt his touch on her shoulder. When he brushed his hand along her arm and squeezed her fingers in his, against her better judgment, she let him.

Eneva met them at the library, still wearing the coolly resigned look she’d taken to assuming whenever Ysira was near.

“This is the library of Otavok,” she said. “We’ve been collecting scraps of knowledge, archiving it here for centuries.” She glowered at the new arrivals. “This is the work of generations. Touch anything, and I’ll have you fed to the spiders.”

The library was cool but cozy, well lit by caged lanterns. The scent of dust and parchment lingered on the air, along with something deeper and earthier that called to mind the caverns below Zal Fel. Neri hunched beside a parchment-strewn stone table, and with him stood the last of the demon priests.

Kanan Var Mondral slouched against a bookshelf with his arms crossed. Dacil Var Solai was showing Neri a large rock. The two could not have been more different—Mondral a grizzled warrior never seen without his armor, Solai a round-faced former schoolteacher—but their bright amber eyes marked them both for what they were.

“Ashek,” Solai said to Neri, indicating the rock. “The sacred weapon of the valak. It will not respond to anyone who does not bear a demon.”

Neri touched the rock. It vibrated and began to warp as though melting. White light sparked from its core. Neri dropped it like it had burned him. It rolled across the floor, once more appearing as only rock.

“Careful, my lord!” Solai exclaimed.

Neri mumbled an apology, then caught sight of Eneva first. The Gatekeeper knelt and began to make some sort of pronouncement, but Neri exclaimed, “Uncle Seth!”

“Neri.” Seth pushed past their hosts to catch his nephew in a tight embrace. He clutched Neri’s head to his chest, his thick arms almost burying the boy. “I had a plan, I was going to get you out of there—thought I’d lost you—” They broke apart, enough for Seth to cup Neri’s cheek and meet his red gaze. Seth’s voice cracked. “I’m so sorry.”

Ysira had to look away, because for some insufferable reason, her eyes had gone watery.

“It’s all right,” Neri said. “My— Ysira did what you asked. She saved me.”

By the bookshelf, Mondral cleared his throat. “Var Naktis. These are the allies you promised us?” His amber eyes lingered on Jacen, who skulked near the door as though he hoped no one would notice him.

“You have one of the best swordsmen in Zivora,” Ysira said, “who has done more in his life to educate and protect my son than the rest of us put together. And you have a Sixth Tier telepath who’s sacrificed everything to join our cause.”

Jacen muttered, “There’s no need⁠—”

“He’s right,” said Mondral. “No need. We know who he is and what he’s capable of.” He paced toward Jacen and stopped in front of him, looking him up and down with overt disgust. Jacen had several inches on him but seemed smaller nonetheless. “Give me any cause to believe you mean Var Naxal harm, and I’ll break your fucking neck.”

With that, Mondral stalked out of the room.

Solai broke the ensuing awkward silence. “You all must be exhausted.

There’s a meal ready in the hall, unless my lord would prefer to dine in his quarters?”

Neri appeared startled she’d asked his opinion. Ysira would need to have a word with him about that later.

“We’ll have it in my quarters,” he said at last.

Solai departed with another bow, Eneva close behind her. Ogden made to follow with Urien.

The leaders of the Shrouded City had not reacted to Urien’s presence. He appeared to be known and at least tolerated among them, but Ysira could not look at him without being reminded of her experience on the station. She tried to find reassurance in the way Ogden spoke of him, but . . .

The old man owed her answers. She managed to make eye contact as he exited, and frowned at him. Ogden’s shoulders rose and fell with a heavy sigh, and he gave her a short nod. “Tomorrow.”

When all but Seth, Ysira, and Jacen had gone—the latter still hovering by the door in palpable discomfort—Neri turned back to Seth.

“I heard what’s happening in Zivora, and—” He broke off, distraught, in stark contrast to the stiff expression he’d taken to wearing lately. “What happened to my cats?”

Seth nodded and squeezed Neri’s shoulder. “As soon as I thought trouble might be coming, I took them to Suna’s. You know her, right? She brings me seeds from the agricultural district. She likes those cats. She’ll take care of them.”

Neri’s posture sagged with relief. He let out a long, shaky breath, as though he’d been holding it for days.

“I don’t think they enjoyed it,” said Seth, “but I did manage to catch all four.”

“Four?” Neri repeated.

“The four who shit in my flowerbeds.” Seth frowned. “There’s the black one with the ear, the little striped one⁠—”

“Dusty and Sparrow.”

“—the orange one, and the patchy-looking one that hisses when I come near it.”

Neri looked mortified. “Those aren’t mine.”

“. . . Ah.” Seth scratched the back of his neck with a grimace. “Shit.”

Before he could apologize again, Ysira stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him.

Neri was loved. Despite the circumstances of his birth and upbringing, despite everything Ged had inflicted on him . . . Even now, in the midst of this impossible situation, Neri was loved and always had been. “Thank you,” Ysira whispered, as for a moment Seth stood stock-still.

He returned the embrace and patted her back in a gesture of vague confusion.

“I just kidnapped a pair of feral cats,” he muttered against Ysira’s hair. “You’re the one who saved his life.”

She held him tighter. “So did you.”
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The rest of the evening proved unusually pleasant. Late into the night, over a meal of spicy stew and sweet fried bread, Ysira, Seth, and Jacen simply talked. They slipped back into their old rapport with surprising ease as they spoke of classmates and teachers, old mishaps and days gone by, all the trivial details of each other’s lives they’d missed this last decade. Ysira could almost imagine she was sixteen again, blissfully unaware of the horrors to come.

“I’ve missed you both,” Seth said, as he threw one arm around Ysira’s shoulders and the other over Jacen’s. He pulled them close, though there remained a certain sadness in his tone. “It’s been far too long.”

Ysira tensed at the unexpected touch—and saw Jacen do the same—but let it happen. Seth was a rock in all this chaos, warm and solid, and she understood the urge to cling to the familiar.

She awoke the next morning beside him, nestled against his chest as he snored. On Seth’s other side was Jacen, asleep in a similar position with his brow furrowed, as though even in dreams, his mind never stopped working. For a time Ysira lay there, watching them both. She didn’t move until Seth did.

Jacen remained fast asleep, as he probably hadn’t managed in days—perhaps years. Seth pulled a blanket up gently over his shoulders, and they let him be.

Neri, however, was wide awake. He shook off Seth’s concerned inquiries, buckled his dagger to his belt, and marched wordlessly downstairs to where Eneva, Ogden, and Solai already waited.

The Gatekeeper led them through the Shrouded City to a long, low ruin of a building. Down a set of stairs they came upon a circular platform, as wide across as the great Citadel plaza in Zivora. Beneath a ceiling covered in more massive, glowing crystals, a metal track stretched off into the distance.

“What’s this?” Seth’s voice was hushed. “A funicular? Where’s the pulley system?”

“A railway,” Eneva corrected. “It ran on wind, water, and solar power, from the Flamewood to the Fractured Peninsula. Most of the network was destroyed. But it’s a useful space for training when caution is paramount.”

She bade Neri follow her and Solai to a metal cage—about the size and shape of a kirikil cart and similarly lined with rickety seats. Opposite stood a row of stuffed training dummies. Seth remained at Neri’s side, regarding everything with suspicion, right hand never far from his sword.

Ysira walked to the edge of the platform alone. She gazed out into a necropolis of ancient machinery looming in every direction. A waterfall roared beyond the platform, spraying flecks of moisture through the air as it tumbled down.

On the other side of the platform, Solai raised her arms overhead. After half a minute of nothing, sparks danced between her palms. Her demon’s ability to channel energy from the Source was nothing compared to Naxal’s, but the principles proved similar, and the woman was an effective tutor. Over the last few days, Ysira had developed a cautiously high opinion of her.

As he joined Ysira, Ogden said, “It’s been several years since my last visit. Mondral and Solai are the only valak, now?”

“Not for lack of trying,” said Ysira. “In the last five years, Eneva’s sent nineteen telepaths through the Gate. Mostly Tier Two, and I’m told those rarely return. When they do . . .”

She nodded toward Solai. Extradimensional energy flickered and threatened to sputter out in her grasp. With a shout, she hurled it at the centermost training dummy. Her aim was flawless—she’d hit it square in the face. Left it slightly singed.

“It’s not ideal,” Ysira muttered as Ogden cringed.

Mondral might prove a better asset. He was getting on in years, but before his defection, he’d served in the Zivoran City Guard. He was a strong Tier Three telepath, had actually fought Church inquisitors, and the militiamen revered him. As for his demon, though . . . He refused to tell Ysira what it could do. He refused to tell anyone, only claimed it was impractical in combat, and had seemed annoyed she’d asked in the first place.

Ogden sighed. “Elyas was their best warrior.” A pause. “You took a risk, sparing Brother Kheris.”

“You brought him here.”

“I thought the Gatekeeper would either find him an asset or relish the chance to kill him.” Ogden shrugged. “Either option might have afforded me some additional leverage.”

Solai had moved away, motioning Seth and Eneva to follow. The three of them sheltered behind the metal cage as Neri attempted to copy what he’d just seen.

Energy condensed between his hands. Sweat beaded on his forehead. The light flared brighter, and Ysira had to shield her eyes. But she felt Neri’s strike hit home. It shook loose a shower of dust and decapitated one of the dummies.

“Hmm,” said Ogden.

“I’ve seen him do much more,” said Ysira. “When we came out of the canyon, the Lord of Sickness was waiting for us. Neri destroyed his body.”

“He can do it under extreme duress,” Ogden inferred. “I assume the Gatekeeper put pressure on him until he burned her arm?”

Ysira nodded reluctantly. “I think the language barrier is the bigger problem. If Jacen is willing to attempt communion with Naxal, he may be able to help.”

Neri was frustrated now. Ysira had been quick to pick up on what he looked like when he was struggling not to cry, because she did the same thing—pacing, staring at the ceiling, making too many hand gestures. Seth and Solai recognized it too. Seth pointed at the headless dummy. From Eneva’s look of intense annoyance, he was making some sort of desperate joke.

Solai took Neri gently by the shoulders. She had children close to his age and was far more adept than Ysira when it came to putting him at ease. Whatever she said must have worked, because his posture loosened a touch. He nodded several times.

“Regardless,” Ysira made herself say, “we’ve made progress. Neri destroyed Nabatar, or at least badly injured him. And I saw the bones of another god in the canyon.”

“Nabatar,” Ogden repeated, puzzling something out from the name. “And Tharanoth still lives. Rakalem oversaw the Harvest, and Ileth was present in Zivora not long after. If Nabatar was in the canyon . . . that leaves two.”

“For what?”

“Do you remember my patient—the man we couldn’t wake?”

“Are you saying—” Ysira stopped, as the memory of Casandra Semira’s final moments flashed unbidden through her mind. “He was possessed? By a god?”

Ogden nodded grimly. “One of their own, spying on me for days. It’s a miracle Urien escaped notice. We have to be cautious. These creatures are cunning, and nothing if not patient.”

He was troubled, more than Ysira had ever seen him. It alarmed her enough to ask, “Why would they have targeted you in the first place?” “When you were on the station,” Ogden said, instead of answering,

“which of the gods did you meet?” “Only Tharanoth.”

“Did he say anything about Turil?” Ogden struggled to say the name; it came out of him a broken whisper. Old as he was, Ysira had never thought he wore his years as a burden. Now, though, he seemed positively frail.

“No,” she said. “Why?”

For a long while Ogden was silent, staring off into the dimness. Ysira let him take as long as he needed. She knew this feeling, of preparing to disclose something she could not take back.

She would have understood if he chose to say nothing at all.

At last, he met her eyes and said, “You know, by now, that weak telepaths on this world are often targets of the Harvest. Most are used to power their technology. When I was a boy, the Church sent seekers through my village, assessed me, and found my gifts too limited to be of use to their order. A few years later, I was Harvested. I was to be something the Firstborn call a navigator.”

Faster-than-light travel. That limbless boy with the exposed brain—helpless and sightless, world reduced to the inside of a ship and the unknowable expanse of the Source. Suddenly, so much made perfect sense. Ysira’s questions, and her horror, must have been plain on her face.

“They treat their navigators well at first,” Ogden said. “They want us healthy, in prime mental and physical condition for many years of service. We’re fed and cared for as they test our abilities and tell us we’ve been chosen to serve their empire. A whole new universe had opened up to me. It was beautiful, Ysira. To see the stars like that . . .” He closed his eyes and almost shivered. “To this day, I’d give anything to see it again.”

“I know,” she said quietly. She would never forget the feel of that cold glass against her fingers as she’d stood among the stars, nor that sense of holding all Celes Lor in the palm of her hand.

“So many worlds, so many possibilities, and it was a goddess who taught me. Turil. The Lady of Pain. I had never been one for religion, but for a time, I believed.” Ogden lifted a metal arm, flexing his fingers and examining them in a detached sort of way. “It cost me everything.” Ysira could guess what must have happened next. But Ogden kept talking, ever more distant, as if narrating the facts of someone else’s life.

“I befriended Urien while I was among them. When he learned the truth of what was to become of me, he told me. Like a fool, I begged Turil for mercy.” His lip curled. “As I understand it, the process of creating a navigator is much more effective when the subject goes willingly. My foreknowledge ruined that. And so, my goddess told me she’d make me wish for that fate, beg for it. She took my legs first. She made me crawl. She took my hands. My arms. My genitals. She served my limbs at a dinner party and made me watch, as I hung on her wall like a piece of art.”

There was agony in Ogden, etched deep into the lines of his face. He took another breath, shaking off the story like a fading nightmare. “I owe Urien my life. He gave me new limbs and a chance at a new future, at the expense of everything he’d ever known.”

“That’s why you took me in,” Ysira realized. “We were the same.” “That was one factor.” Ogden’s expression softened. “I helped you because you were in need, like any patient. And Ged would have let you die.” He smiled sadly. “When I guessed the truth, perhaps I felt more compelled than I otherwise would have to keep you safe. I came to care for you, and Neri, more than I ever anticipated.”

“Neri told me he gets a treatment once every cycle for his breathing problems,” Ysira said. “That’s you, isn’t it? You’ve been using Firstborn technology.”

“The best approximation I can manufacture, yes. Urien and I stole what we could, when we escaped, and I’ve put it to good use in my clinic.” Ogden grew pensive. “Now that you know the truth, I would like to teach you more. You could be a proper apprentice, even a physician someday.”

Ysira was taken aback, but the old man waved a hand. “Think about it. You’d be better than you realize.”

As quickly as it had appeared, the vulnerability in Ogden’s demeanor faded. His features hardened into familiar steel. “I could not have known events would play out as they have. But if Neri Semira is the one who brings our world freedom—vengeance—I will consider my latter years well spent.” Ogden leaned toward her. “We cannot waste this chance, Ysira. No half measures. If the Lady of Pain lives, I lack the power to kill her myself, but I will see her destroyed. Before I breathe my last, I will see their empire reduced to dust.”

Ysira took his hands. He’d never allowed her to do that before—never let her feel the hard metal beneath his gloves. She squeezed them tight and said, “You’ll have your revenge, and you’ll see those stars again. We all will. I have a plan.”

“And you have my support. But you know what would make this all much simpler.” Ogden looked back at Neri once again struggling to channel energy.

Integration. Ysira would not force it on her son. But he would come to understand. He had to. He would realize the risk was worthwhile and he would rise to the occasion, because her plans hinged not only on that world-shattering power but on the faith it inspired.

“You’ve seen this empire up close,” Ysira said. “Even if Neri figures this out, do you think we stand a chance?”

“I know Naxal’s power is no fiction. Moreover, the fervor this could inspire, with the proper leverage, at the proper pressure points . . .” Ogden scratched his beard, considering, and when he locked Ysira’s gaze again, she knew he understood. “It is far from a half measure. But faith, as a means of control, is volatile. If it breaks . . . the breaking is violent. And you’ll only know it’s taken root when you’ve lost all control.”

“What’s your advice, then?” Ysira asked.

He offered a humorless smile. “Don’t lose control.”
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When Jacen woke from a mercifully dreamless sleep, there was no sign of Seth or Ysira. They must have thought they were being kind, leaving him to rest. But now that he was alone, all the sustaining momentum of the last days slammed to a halt.

What was he supposed to do now?

He stared at the floor for a time, then wandered into the hall and almost collided with a militiaman on patrol. Jacen must have looked awful, because the man politely suggested he bathe. With nothing better to do, Jacen followed him along the river to a dark, low-ceilinged cave honeycombed with pools. It lay empty, silent but for the trickling of little waterfalls. A chiseled signpost suggested this place had once been a busy bathhouse.

Once he was alone, Jacen stripped out of his robes. Slowly at first, with trembling hands, and then he couldn’t tolerate them on his skin a second longer. He threw them aside and staggered into the steaming water, submerging himself. Bathing was among the first things he tended to neglect when his moods grew dark, and now he worried he might never bring himself to come back out. He scrubbed his skin raw, half-wishing it would peel off to reveal a better, saner man underneath. Finally, he just wept. Inertia at last.

He failed to sense Ysira until she was practically right behind him.

He whirled and sank lower into the water in a vain attempt to hide his nakedness. She must have come out of a bath herself—hair in a wet braid over her shoulder, wearing nothing but a loose black shift.

“We need to talk,” she said.

They’d fallen asleep in the arms of the same man. But without Seth present, the dynamic between them felt different. Jacen would not quite call it awkward. Rather . . . uncertain. Where Seth was safe and familiar, Ysira was something sharper, more intense.

There was also the matter of her demon. Jacen hadn’t noticed it beside the far more powerful presence of Naxal or the Gate. But now that he was rested and sober, alone with her, it was clear. It explained so much. Not just her authority in this place but how she’d known Elyas—how she had survived so many things that should have killed her.

Jacen cleared his throat, feeling himself flush. “Let me get dressed first.”

She obligingly turned her back until he’d pulled on the rough, sand-colored trousers the militia had provided him. He could not remember the last time he had worn anything other than black. He didn’t much like it.

He faced Ysira. “Var Naktis, is it?” He drew a hand across his throat to indicate the scar on hers. “Your demon has some sort of healing power?”

She nodded. “I’ve had it since I was Harvested.”

What she did next came unexpected. She opened her mind to Jacen—just a crack, letting him peer through a door still held by a chain. Enough to give him a clear sense of the presence inside, an intricate embroidery across her consciousness.

Her demon was an odd and dispassionate thing, exuding immense power but low intelligence. The heart of it nestled around Ysira’s vital functions like a lazy house spider. Upon noticing Jacen, it coiled a little tighter. He discerned a clear message: MINE.

He retreated, signaling to the demon that he meant it no harm, though a lifetime of ingrained doctrine told him he’d just gravely sinned. It compelled him to ask Ysira, “Do you still feel like yourself?”

“Other things have changed me more, I think.” It wasn’t exactly an answer, but Ysira lifted her shoulders. “Are you still you with a tumor? With brain damage?” She gave him a pointed look. “With memory loss? Or are we more than the sum of our parts?”

At that, Jacen could not hide his surprise. Ysira smiled—an arresting sight, and a rare one. “Just because I haven’t made a profession out of brooding over these questions doesn’t mean I’ve never considered them.”

“I take it you’re not here to request an exorcism,” Jacen said.

“No. But when fighting the demon gods, one would still be wise to enlist an exorcist. You used to be the best the Church had to offer.” Ysira glanced over her shoulder. When she seemed confident they were alone, she said, “In the physical sense, Neri is uniquely suited to Naxal’s power. I was possessed while pregnant, so my demon gave him certain advantages. Mentally, though, he’s been struggling. Extradimensional communion is difficult for a telepath of his tier, and he’s . . . reluctant. I need you to help him. Show him how to use it.”

Jacen chose his next words carefully. “You didn’t tell Seth that.” “Seth wants to believe we might win this fight with . . . half measures.” Ysira hugged her shoulders as though suddenly cold. “I’ve seen things he hasn’t. And—say we win. What next? We invoke the wrath of an enemy whose civilization spans the stars, who nearly destroyed us once, who made themselves our gods. We’re obligated to think, and plan, on a much larger scale.”

Jacen scrutinized Ysira. “I never took you for a revolutionary.” “Things change. And you don’t know me that well.”

“But it’s more than that, isn’t it?” Jacen pressed. “You’ve put yourself at the center, taken responsibility. You didn’t have to do that.”

Ysira’s tone remained neutral. “Neri is my son. Wherever he is, so will I be, and I will keep him safe.”

“If it were so simple,” Jacen said quietly, “you wouldn’t have cornered me alone.”

It struck him how very different she seemed from the girl he’d known as a novitiate. In those days, she was all hard edges and sinew, never one for jewels or fine clothes like she donned here. The last twelve years had added softness to her figure, but it did not make her look gentle. Rather, she wore it much like her scars. More than the physical changes, she seemed compelled to put on a performance—not just of spirituality, or even of leadership, but of motherhood. All these roles she’d never meant to embrace.

What could make that worth it to her?

They stood at an impasse, until Ysira said, “What is it you hope to find here?” The question was a challenge. “What are you up to, Brother Kheris?”

“All I want is the truth.” Jacen took a step toward her. “But I asked you first. What do you want, Ysira?”

“Power, obviously.” She spread her hands. “I can’t protect myself or Neri without it.”

“So, why didn’t you come here sooner? You have power. You’re valak.” Jacen hesitated. “You’re uncomfortable. I’ve never seen you so on edge.”

That seemed to trigger something in Ysira. Her mouth twisted. “I will not be used. Not ever again, not by anyone. I want to fight on my own terms, and I want them”—she gestured at an invisible someone, perhaps many someones—“to suffer like I did. I am going to kill the deranged insects that call themselves our gods. I’m going to kill Ged Semira with my own hands. I am not afraid of power. If I seem uncomfortable to you, it’s because I know it’s not enough. Not yet.”

When Jacen failed to respond, she said, “You know it too. How much of you did the Church erase? How many choices did they take away?” She met his gaze, unyielding. “And what about your novitiate? You must want to protect her. What line wouldn’t you cross to keep what happened to you both from happening to anyone else? What would you give to stop the Harvest? To atone?”

“Anything!” Jacen finally exclaimed. His voice cracked. “Everything.”

For a moment, Ysira was silent. They stood closer now, two overflowing fonts of emotion amplifying each other. But this was not an argument—it was a test. She had left her mind open to him, wider now, and knew that he shared it.

There was a tether, tension that seemed a physical thing, pulled taut between them. She was not hiding from him any longer. He saw the rise and fall of her chest, the water from her still-wet hair cutting a trail down her neck, between her breasts . . . the abyss of her eyes that reflected a vicious intelligence and an iron will. Her demon, stirring at his extradimensional touch, but—like its host—far from afraid.

There he was, a lauded exorcist once more in full command of his faculties, and yet . . . Was he predator or prey?

“We’re stronger than the so-called gods ever let us believe, but we’re divided,” Ysira said. “We need something to unite behind. I would make us more than just safe; I would make us untouchable.” She took a step closer, until mere inches remained between them and Jacen couldn’t breathe. “The old ways were not enough to save us. I want to break it all—and I want to remake it.”

Finally, he sensed the desire that lay at the heart of her. He could only stare. “How?”

Neither of them could look away, and she would not be able to lie to him. The tether between them grew stronger, a fist clasped around his core. A deeper, molten heat burned through them both, so intense it was painful, but she did not break away. As difficult—as audacious—as it was for her to say this, she needed him to know. She needed him. “You don’t just need an exorcist,” he murmured. “You need a priest.”

“No,” she said. “I need a prophet.”

He asked, once more, “What do you want, Ysira?”

A shiver ran through her. He almost gasped. She drew a sharp breath, then exhaled, barely a whisper. A single word. “Worship.”

Ysira left Jacen at the baths, alone and feeling all manner of frustrated things. He lingered there, working them out, until he finally made up his mind. She was manipulating him, but she knew he was perfectly aware of that, which meant she believed—to some extent—that she was worthy of what she sought. And Jacen needed to know. Once and for all, he needed the truth, and he could delay no longer.

He found himself back at the library, demanding an audience with Var Naxal. An alarmed disciple directed him to the Gate chamber. Jacen practically sprinted there, through the fields and the warren of tunnels, until he reached the black door and shoved it open.

Neri sat cross-legged below the Gate, opposite Eneva. Both had their eyes closed, several Disciples sitting in a semicircle around them as Ysira and Seth watched from a more comfortable distance. Jacen sensed the extradimensional energy coalescing by the Gate. He sensed Naxal, overwhelming every other presence in the temple.

As Jacen approached, Neri looked up in alarm. The Gatekeeper did not so much as open her eyes. “What are you doing here?”

“I’ve come to perform an assessment,” Jacen said. “I want to see this demon for myself.”

At first glance, Neri appeared the same as he always had, dressed in a simple black tunic with a dagger at his belt. His skin was dark from sun exposure, his short hair neatly trimmed and combed. He was palpably weary, with a new hollowness to his cheeks that made him look a bit older, but he bore no outward signs of demonic possession.

Except for his eyes. It wasn’t just the color that had changed—those eyes might as well have aged a hundred years.

“Extradimensional communion is not so simple with Naxal,” Eneva warned. “Even for a Sixth Tier telepath.”

Jacen ignored her. “Show me,” he said to Neri. “Please. I can help.”

Neri looked to Eneva as though asking permission. “He offered to help me back in Zivora before any of this. I trust him.”

Neri’s voice was as unchanged as his body, young and uncertain, at odds with the sheer gravity of his mind. Yet suddenly, Jacen understood the Gatekeeper and her Disciples’ impulse to bow.

Eneva grudgingly stood and stepped aside. She gestured at the pool full of telkaan roots. “You will require assistance.”

“I’ll manage.” Jacen knelt opposite Neri. The boy squared his shoulders. “Go ahead.”

Jacen took a breath, closed his eyes, and reached out. Neri lowered his mental barriers, revealing the thing that lived inside him.

The Source’s energy thrummed through both their minds, amplified by the Gate. How could Jacen have ever believed this was some sort of taint or evidence of evil? It seemed so obvious now. This was life itself, a bright spark inside them all. And in Neri . . .

It was like putting a finger on the pulse of the universe. At the core of Neri’s consciousness, the center around which a galaxy orbited, Jacen beheld a dark star of inescapable gravity. A tangled, pulsing knot of impossible complexity, built from the memories of hundreds.

Jacen had encountered demons who’d possessed multiple hosts—never more than a handful. The creatures retained only traces of their memories and personalities. Even Elyas’s demon had been easy to assess: a tenant of three different hosts scattered across centuries, preserved in fragments and kept firmly at bay by the skill of a trained telepath. The only remotely comparable entity Jacen had encountered was the demon—the god—inside that corpse.

Naxal was even more ancient and far more alien. Where the archdemon had been an entity of singular will, any subsequent presences subsumed by the first, Naxal’s thousand voices ebbed and flowed—some demanding to be heard, some barely there, in and out like an ocean tide.

An ocean?

The comparison leapt unbidden into Jacen’s mind. He had never seen an ocean. Yet he could picture it: fathomless depths of blue water, waves crashing against a rocky shore. Jacen may not have seen it, but someone inside Neri’s head had.

Without meaning to, Jacen recoiled. He struggled to tell his own thoughts from the demon’s—where he ended and they began. They were many, but they were also one, woven together by the web that was Naxal.

Neri was breathing fast, staring wide-eyed at Jacen with something strangely like pleading.

“See?” Eneva scoffed.

“I can’t understand them,” said Neri. “I only see what they want me to see. I can . . . skim power from the surface. I don’t know how to go deeper. Not on purpose.”

“Do you want to go deeper?” Jacen asked gently.

Neri wouldn’t answer. He tried to set his jaw, but it wobbled. “Maybe that’s enough,” Seth cut in. He ignored Ysira’s restraining hand.

“No,” said Neri. “I have to. If I can’t control this, who else will? Am I supposed to just pass it off to someone who’d be burned alive?” His next words were a whisper, to Jacen alone. “Please show me.”

Neri was asking. He was terrified, but he was asking.

And who was Jacen—a failure, an addict, the offspring and accomplice of monsters—to hesitate along this path, however difficult? His heart beat faster. He looked at the dark, still water, then at Eneva.

“All right. I’m ready.”

The Gatekeeper lifted her chin, appraising him. Then she seized him by the collar and shoved him facedown into the pool. Jacen struggled on reflex, water flooding his unprepared airway. Telkaan root was a hallucinogen, exponentially more powerful than cactus fruit, and it hit him like a meteor.

Eneva wrenched him out of the water, and it seemed to take hours. He could have counted every drop that sprang from his skin and hair as he fell back and collided with the stone. He had forgotten how to breathe, and for a brief eternity, he was frozen inside that single moment of terror. Somewhere far away, muffled voices shouted. A spider crawled across the floor, inches from his face, and it sang to him.

The ceiling trembled. The extradimensional energy clustered around the Gate writhed, twisted, and spread across the chamber in a thousand creeping tentacles. Jacen could see how it must have reached him all the way down at the harbor.

A shadow moved over him, blocking the light. Eneva. She pressed two fingers to his forehead, tilting his head back.

Everything went dark.

As one might use a stepping stone to cross a river, the drug made it easy to catapult his mind across Neri’s—to Naxal. For this, Jacen now understood, was the work of a prophet. To venture inside a mind unbound by space and time, and⁠—

To—

See.

At first, Jacen could not comprehend it. There was too much color, too much sound. Stars danced. Celestial bodies collided. Distantly, he sensed Neri’s panic.

Don’t try to focus on details, Jacen told him. Keep your distance; see the whole. Find the beginning.

The chaos crystallized, shaping into a vision far less alien. Jacen saw the ocean again. Its waters receded, leaving in their place a barren expanse of rock and sand. Beasts crawled out of the sea on four legs, then walked on two. They developed tools and settlements. They began to speak. They lived and died and changed and lived and died. The only constant, underlying it all, was the Source. It flowed beneath the surface of reality like a great artery, everywhere and nowhere.

Deep in the canyon, the Source opened wide—the first Gate. It brought forth heat and shadow.

Naxal.

Generation after generation, the demon chose its hosts from among the people of the Scar. They counted among their number brilliant scholars and great leaders, bloodthirsty conquerors and depraved murderers . . . women and men who led lives defined by grief, jealousy, or hate. All of them were in pain, especially toward their ends, as their bodies withered beneath the inexorable force of Naxal’s power. Some were driven mad. When they succumbed, the Disciples of the Gate returned Naxal to the Source. They took it on faith that their great guardian would return to choose another. For fifteen thousand years, it was always so.

Time raced forward. The Zal Empire flourished, expanding across the continent. They even began to look up—toward the stars. They traveled to the moons and sent probes out into the dark.

They could not have known what was listening.

A hooded man sat on a shadow-shrouded throne. His ruby eyes peered out like dying twin suns. His body sagged with tumors, dark veins like lines of frost cracking over his limbs. He felt pain and ecstasy, grief and mania, and he could no longer tell them apart. This man’s mind was a nightmare from which he could not escape.

His voice was loudest of all, clearer than the rest. Neri said, He was the one before me.

The man looked directly at Jacen. I am Artek Var Naxal.

Jacen knew him—perhaps not by name, but by deed. He knew what they were about to witness.

A dozen soldiers of the Firstborn Empire, clad in beetle-like armor, approached the throne. They left a shattered resistance in their wake, countless bodies strewn across the stone. They trained their strange weapons on Artek Var Naxal. He raised a withered, blackened hand. It pulsed red, with an energy so mighty, it made the canyon tremble.

Soldiers’ steps faltered. One shouted at the others. Jacen did not understand the language, but he didn’t need to. They did not believe Artek would go through with whatever he was threatening.

“I am a god,” Artek said. “And we refuse to go quietly.”

Now one of the soldiers spoke Zal. “We can give you freedom from your affliction—a cure. Cooperate, and let us learn from you. You need not die here with the rest of your people.” A pause. “A god is all-powerful, and you are not.”

“No,” said Artek. “A god is sacrifice.” He staggered to his feet, as he had not been capable in years. He spat one final curse at his enemy: “Sha. Et. Nath.”

You. Are. Dust.

And then he broke the world.

He channeled energy from the Source until, like a dam of kindling before a river, his body disintegrated. The earth trembled and cracked. The seas rose. Fire rained from the sky, poisoning the canyon, mutating its plants and animals, turning the western sands to glass. That first

Gate below Zal Fel spasmed, the great artery of the Source hemorrhaging and bringing forth demons in unprecedented numbers.

The Cataclysm. Not an error born of hubris, but the last gasp of resistance before ruin.

New gods with ancient eyes remade the world in their image, with their strange machines and a city of pale stone. Language, technology, tradition—even hope itself—were all but lost.

With the destruction of Artek’s body, for the first time in fifteen thousand years, Naxal was stranded without a host, unable to leave this world behind. Weakened but not defeated, somewhere deep in the canyon, it waited. Fine tendrils reached across the Scar, touching the minds of anyone sensitive enough, collecting all the despair, sorrow, fear, pain, hunger, sickness—and wrath—of a shattered world. Naxal fed on that for centuries. It called. It burned. It demanded blood.

Some remained who still believed. They lived in hiding, always searching, waiting for the day their prayers would be answered.

They had not prayed for peace.

Reality pitched and whirled around Jacen. Shadows swept past him, caught on cosmic winds, and that chorus of a thousand voices throbbed through his head. They spiraled around an impossibly dense and complex knot at the center of everything. It was everything, and it was nothing. An infinite void. A demon star, devouring the light.

It was also a door, and it needed only to be opened.

I see. Neri’s voice was so faint, Jacen strained to hear him. They say when I’m with them . . . I’ll see everything. I’ll understand.

Jacen had become suddenly, painfully aware of his own mortality. He needed to get back, escape before the overwhelming presence snapped his sanity like a twig.

He could not use his human tongue, so he spoke in the language of demons. One question. A shout into that omnipotent shadow.

WHAT ARE YOU?

In answer, he received just three words:

WE . . . ARE . . . ALL

And Jacen awoke.
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YSIRA

Dinner that evening was served in a dusty, torchlit banquet hall. Neri sat in a place of honor, Ysira at his side.

The denizens of the Shrouded City brought food and drink to share, mingling and laughing together. A pair of Telu women played a flute and drum, accompanied by a Dalish fiddler. Soon enough, people even began to dance. The promise of change sparked the air, a herald of great things to come. To Ysira, it felt as good as her first lungful of fresh air after she’d crawled out of the Firstborn’s mass grave. She wanted to revel in it. But Neri, it seemed, could not.

“You should eat more,” Ysira told him.

He looked up from his plate with an expression just short of alarmed.

Oh. She’d done it again. Speaking to him like a mother. She sounded like her mother.

“I’m fine.” Neri looked back at his food. He picked at the corn, squash, and green chiles as though they were live cockroaches.

Silence stretched between them. A fraying rope, about to snap. “They won’t talk to me,” Neri said suddenly.

Ysira followed his gaze to the tables below their dais, where a gaggle of children about his age linked arms, spinning each other around in time with the music. Two of the younger ones played with their enormous pet spider.

“I’ve tried to talk to them.” Neri hunched forward, pulling on his fingers. “They’re afraid of me.”

“You’re capable of things they never will be, and you’ve seen things they can’t imagine,” Ysira said. “You’re different. That isn’t a bad thing.” It was what she would have wanted to hear, but it didn’t seem to help. At a loss, Ysira asked, “Did you have friends in Zivora?” Then she wished she hadn’t, because she remembered what he’d told her in the canyon. His closest friends had been victims of the Harvest.

“I spent most of my time with Cas—” Neri’s voice wavered. “My brother and sister. My cats. Seth.” He paused. “I think Seth is afraid of me too.”

Below among the crowd, Seth sat with Mondral and Solai, chatting with the demon priests like they were old friends. He’d been quick to charm even the most suspicious among their hosts, as was his way, but his smile did not reach his eyes. Ysira suspected she only noticed because she knew him.

“He’s adjusting,” she reminded Neri. “Like you. And . . . he lost a parent.”

“I know.” Neri’s tone was worryingly detached. “He said Father killed him. I suppose it just feels like one more thing that . . .” He trailed off. He’d been doing that all day, slipping in and out of conversation as though some other voice had distracted him. Sometimes, Ysira caught him looking off into the distance at something she could not see. She did her best to conceal how much it unnerved her.

Neri returned to pushing food around his plate. Ysira grasped for something else to say and came up empty. What right did she have to begrudge him for keeping her at arm’s length? She was no longer an ally against danger, no longer a friend of Uncle Seth’s, but Neri’s parent, and his experience with those was nothing if not complicated.

Finally—mercifully—Ysira saw Jacen enter the hall. He looked so odd, and neater than she’d ever seen him, in civilian clothes: trousers, boots, and a sand-colored shirt. He’d shaved, even combed his white-blond hair.

Ysira excused herself—though Neri didn’t seem to hear her—and followed Jacen to a table in a lonely corner, where he posted up with a serving of spiced pork wrapped in cornmeal. His novitiate, the dark-skinned girl who’d left the temple in tears, had joined him.

“I don’t think we’ve officially met,” Ysira said to her.

The girl stared at her with enormous white eyes. She reminded Ysira of a desert owl, the sort that liked to hide inside the giant cacti. She stared a moment longer, then mumbled something about a stomachache and slipped away.

“Don’t take it personally,” Jacen said. “It’s a miracle I convinced her to leave her room.”

He took one bite of his meal and immediately seemed to regret it. Not for the first time, Ysira felt sorry for him. Jacen was sweating as he watched the festivities, clenching his utensils in a white-knuckled grip. Ysira chose a seat that obscured his view of the liquor, but he fixated on Hesaya across the hall.

The erstwhile priest wore red, smiling as she whispered to an unfamiliar woman. Their foreheads touched, then Hesaya kissed her full on the mouth. Jacen’s eyes bulged.

The pet spider scuttled by, two delighted children in tow. Jacen actually jumped, spilling his cup of water. He let loose a vicious stream of profanity and demanded of Ysira, “Did you know about this?”

“Spiders make very affectionate pets,” Ysira said. “They’re as intelligent as cats and produce beautiful silk when properly cared for.” She stroked the front of her gown, high-collared and sleeveless with a web-like net of tiny rubies draped over her shoulders.

“I’m not talking about the blasted spiders,” Jacen hissed.

“You mean that your holy Sister is a rebel spy?” said Ysira. “Or is it the lack of celibacy that shocks you? You must realize you’re the only member of the Church who takes that particular vow seriously.”

A red flush crept up Jacen’s cheeks. “I’m not—” “You can fuck Seth now. It’s allowed.”

Jacen seemed rather desperately unsure how to respond. He tried to take a drink of water, found the cup empty, and grimaced. “I thought you might, actually.”

“He’s not monogamous. He likes to share—and be shared.” Ysira waved a hand. “I wouldn’t judge you either way. Most sex is overrated.”

“Is it?” Jacen said faintly.

Ysira smirked. “My standards are very, very high.”

Jacen couldn’t even look at her. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, placing his hands flat against the table. That serenity lasted all of a few seconds before a nearby shout made Jacen flinch.

“Who wants to face a legend?” Kanan Var Mondral was rather drunk, strutting around with his arms spread wide. “Come on! A friendly spar!”

Militiamen banged on tables for him, hollering their approval. “What does his demon even do?” Jacen muttered.

Ysira shrugged. “Nobody knows. Maybe it’s something humiliating, like turning him into a peccary.”

“Are there demons that do that?” “You’re the exorcist. You tell me.”

“Semira!” bellowed the grizzled demon priest. “Care to test the best sword in the Citadel against the strongest of the valak?”

“Let me know when he shows up, would you?” Seth called, from where he still sat with Solai.

Mondral roared with laughter and moved on to challenge Commander Teheda.

“He has the eyes, so we know he’s not lying.” Jacen massaged his temples and groaned. “Maybe he can inflict a splitting fucking headache on anyone he speaks to.” He shook his head. “I need to lie down.”

Enough games, then. Ysira angled herself to face him and grabbed him by the arm before he could go.

“Tell me what you saw at the Gate.”

Jacen blinked at her, startled for a moment. “I don’t think I can explain.”

“Try.”

“I saw the Source. The power of Naxal. I helped Neri make sense of it—tried to, anyway. It’ll take time.” He leaned back in his seat, looking up, away from her. “What I saw today was so far beyond anything I ever . . .” He actually shuddered. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

“I want to know what it meant to you.”

She had to know whether he’d found it—that truth he was searching for—because Jacen Kheris was a man driven by conviction. Of all the things Ysira knew about him, that was the most unsettling—and perhaps the most useful. Selfish people were unreliable, easy to sway, but principled people were dangerous. And no one had conviction like a convert.

“What are you afraid of?” Ysira said softly. Jacen swallowed. “I can’t be wrong again.”

She could not quite read his expression. He had an ambiguous sort of face—fine, elegant features capable of conveying both cruelty and fragility. At the moment, she saw the latter, an uncertainty that made him seem younger than his years. But that steel was never far from the surface. For a time, Ysira drank it in, captivated despite herself. The buzz of the hall around them faded to insignificance. They might as well have been the only two souls present.

“What is faith,” Ysira said, “but a risk you’re willing to take?” She cupped his face, turning him toward her. He went still. “What is a god, but something that can remake a world?”

On this much, Ysira agreed with Tharanoth. Divinity was only a matter of semantics—and she who defined it held ultimate power. Soon, every person in this would have to rewrite their concept of reality, and she was poised to give them answers.

To make her son a god.

She let her hand fall and put the question to Jacen bluntly: “Do you believe?”

Jacen folded his long hands and sighed. His pale eyes never left hers. “You’ve no idea how badly I want to.”

By the time the festivities died down, Neri had gone missing.

Ysira searched for him in the banquet hall, out on the portico, and in the surrounding corridors. Nothing. He couldn’t have left the library; Disciples had been watching every exit. None had seen him leave.

An inexplicable dread curdled in Ysira’s chest as she made her way to the residential wing. The demon priests had rooms there, as did Eneva, but the entire third floor had been cleared for Neri. Ysira found the central hall deserted, the wall sconces dark, but . . .

She heard a slick, sickening snap, followed by a soggy crunch. Wetness splattered against stone. Then another crunch, and a squelch. Ysira rounded the corner into Neri’s chambers. He stood there, alone, hands dripping with . . . something. He turned toward Ysira. His red eyes did not illuminate the darkness. They seemed to pull all other light inward, where it vanished into the twin black holes of his pupils.

For an instant, Ysira stopped breathing.

She made herself look down—at the dismembered remains of the giant spider. The beloved pet that the children had chased through the banquet hall. Two of its limbs still twitched, barely attached to the brutalized thorax. The rest, Neri had scattered across the floor in varying states of mutilation.

“Neri,” Ysira whispered.

His head snapped up. He looked at his hands. “Oh, no. Oh no no no—” He began to hyperventilate.

“Neri!” Ysira exclaimed, much louder. She ran to him as words tumbled out, too fast to understand.

“I didn’t mean to, it wasn’t my idea, I couldn’t tell—” “Slow down,” Ysira said. “From the beginning.”

Neri stared past her, into some middle distance. His face was wet—not with tears but with spider guts. Bristles stuck between his teeth. Ysira’s stomach lurched.

“I remember being upset with Paco and Yahaira. The spider—” Neri swallowed. “It’s theirs. But this is not what I wanted to do.”

“Then—whose?”

“I’m not sure.” Neri’s voice rose in pitch, bordering on panic. “I can’t tell what’s coming from me and what’s coming from them. I’m not strong enough to tell the difference and keep up my boundaries at the same time.”

He stammered on, and Ysira caught something that sounded like I’m worthless.

“Stop it.” She took him by the shoulders. “You can control this. It’ll take time, but⁠—”

“Do we have time? Do we? It’s so angry and so . . . old. It’s tired of waiting. It wants to kill the gods and free our world, but—it won’t stop.”

The longer Neri was quiet, the deeper the dread in Ysira grew.

“It thinks that maybe this universe doesn’t deserve to exist. It wants to drown the stars in blood.” Neri shuddered. “It wants to devour.”

Ysira gripped his shoulders tighter. Because she had felt that anger, every time she dreamed of the red thing in the desert. She had felt it because it was her own, too, and countless others’—the sense of all that rage with nowhere to go, now standing before her in a body too small to contain it. For a long while, she could not speak, struggling to conceal the depth of her horror.

“You told me these people would kill for me,” Neri said. “That they would die for me. And you were right. I can sense it in them, that hope, and I know they would follow me to any end. Maybe even this one.”

Ysira started to deny it but found the words stuck in her throat.

You’ll only know it’s taken root, Ogden had said, when you’ve lost all control.

Neri looked to her, imploring. “What do I do?”

She would not lose control.

“Go clean yourself up,” she said. “I’ll take care of this.” “Should we tell⁠—”

“No.”

What would those children do when they realized their pet was missing? What would their mother think? Solai, the schoolteacher turned demon priest who had been so kind to Neri, endlessly patient with his training despite being so far out of her depth . . .

Ysira severed that train of thought. She could excise the human part of herself like a useless demon, because that was how she survived. She had clawed her way through dirt and darkness, doing whatever was necessary, refusing to fade into nothing even when it was all she’d ever been promised. And she had witnessed the horror in their skies. She knew what awaited them all, should they fail.

No half measures. No other approach would suffice. Regardless of what had happened this night, regardless of what Naxal might be . . . this world had served far crueler masters.

What harm could Ysira possibly bring upon this world that it had not already seen?

“No,” she said again, more sharply. She straightened. Composing herself. “We’re on the brink of war, and we cannot afford to make them doubt. Not now, do you understand? If anyone asks about the spider, you never saw it. If they ask where you’ve been, you lie. This never happened. We will not speak of this again.”
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JACEN

Jacen walked down to the lake alone. For the first time that he could remember, he wore none of the Church’s trappings. From a distance, he might have passed for any random denizen of the Shrouded City.

Gossamer curtains of steam skimmed the surface of the water, below which bioluminescent flora glowed white and gold. Jacen knelt on the beach, running a hand through the coarse black sand and letting it fall between his fingers.

His mind had come unmoored, like a sparrow caught in a gale. The telkaan root’s effects had faded as they had taken hold, sudden as a thunderclap, but something still lingered. He kept reliving the memories of all he’d seen at the Gate, turning it over and over in his head to make sense of it—this glimpse of the numinous, rendering all he’d known before so small in comparison. That elusive transcendence he’d searched for all his life, embodied as cosmic power.

What were the odds that such power manifested in the nephew of the man he’d loved for so long? In a way, which sent a deeper chill through Jacen’s marrow, this even felt like providence.

They balanced on a precipice, and on one side lay annihilation. On the other side lay something he could never have dreamed of, never dared pray for.

It wasn’t quite hope.

Jacen stared into the water for a time, until Seth found him.

“There you are,” Seth called, walking toward him. “I was getting worried.”

Jacen stood and brushed sand off his clothes. “I needed somewhere quiet to think.”

Seth nodded, as though this were to be expected. “I know that look.”

“What look?”

“Your priest look. As if you’re contemplating the mysteries of the universe”—Seth swept a hand dramatically overhead—“which the likes of me could never understand.” There was levity in his tone, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “It’s been some time since I’ve seen it.”

They faced one another.

“You have to perform the exorcism, Jace.” There it was. Jacen’s stomach twisted.

“I don’t mean now,” Seth clarified. “I understand our predicament, believe me, though I dearly wish I didn’t. But you cannot let Neri integrate. Once this is over, you have to set him free.”

“I don’t know if I can,” Jacen said quietly.

“I know you’re looking for something to believe in. I’m only asking that you consider this with a healthy amount of skepticism.” Seth had a rein on his patience, but Jacen sensed it fraying. “And if you won’t . . . You take so much on faith. Might you also take it on faith that we can win the fight ahead without sacrificing Neri? Is that so much more difficult than to believe whatever we unleash, should he integrate, won’t destroy us all?”

When Jacen did not reply, Seth sighed. “I was afraid of that.” His brow furrowed. “What if you performed the exorcism and someone else, someone better prepared, took on the demon?”

“It wouldn’t work.” Jacen spoke gently but firmly. “Naxal would not have accepted just any host. Neri is unusually—maybe uniquely—suited to this.”

“Yes, Ysira’s demon. I’ve heard. But we seem to be confusing suitability with immunity. Neri is not himself. Something is very wrong, Jacen, and it terrifies me.”

“If there were any other way, any other host, they’d have tried already. Exorcism requires the host’s consent. And . . . you raised him, Seth. If you were in his position, what would you do?”

Seth had the look of a man who knew he fought a losing battle, hanging on out of sheer dogged principle. He understood as well as anyone the brutal calculus at hand—all that their world stood to lose.

Jacen admitted, “I’m afraid too.” He met Seth’s eyes. “It’s not faith alone that guides me. I’ll take your words to heart.”

Seth nodded to himself, accepting where they’d landed—for the moment, at least. His expression softened. “There you are.”

“What do you mean?”

“The look’s gone now. You’re . . . a person again.”

Jacen exhaled a laugh. “I’m always a person. Even when I’m a priest.”

It was something he thought he always would be, whether his vows held or not—something he’d have been in any lifetime, with this part of him that would always wonder, and fear, and ponder the great mysteries. The part of him that looked up and saw never the stars but the void between them.

“You know what I mean.” A wan smile touched Seth’s lips. “In all honesty, sometimes you terrify me.”

Though the words were spoken lightly, Jacen sensed truth in them.

His chest tightened.

Seth was close enough that Jacen felt the heat of his body, the steadiness of his presence. He did not want it gone. So much was on his mind, so much that had changed in so little time—and yet, there remained everything he’d never said to Seth.

Perhaps he would spend all his days like this, torn between faith and love, between the ephemeral and the eternal. But as he gazed along the deepriver, into Esh’s impenetrable darkness, he realized: where there was no light, the intimate and the cosmically vast felt exactly the same.

He swallowed hard. “I never properly apologized for what I said in Ogden’s clinic. I⁠—”

Seth squeezed his shoulder, shutting him up. “Enough with the apologies. We’ve been over this.”

“No.” Before reason could return to him, Jacen caught Seth’s hand. “I need to say something.”

But what words could possibly be enough?

Jacen held Seth’s hand tighter and raised it to his temple. Seth’s first instinct was confusion, but then he understood. He raised his other hand to Jacen’s opposite temple. They stood face-to-face, and for once, Jacen was not a priest at all but a supplicant at confession. He let down the barriers of his mind.

“It’s hard to explain,” he murmured. “So, I’ll show you.”

Seth closed his eyes, and Jacen drew him in. Tentative at first, then in a torrential rush, he showed him. Everything he’d suppressed and held sacred for more than a decade, the words he should have said years ago.

Not I’m sorry. He was not sorry, not for one thing they had endured together, not for a moment he’d spent at Seth’s side.

I love you.

He showed Seth himself as he appeared to Jacen: brave in a way most could never feign, a man with nothing to prove. The way Seth challenged Jacen even as he defended him to others. The violence of which he remained more than capable but held firmly in check, so the first thing he showed the world was always gentleness.

Jacen feared Seth might recoil, but then—the pressure of callused hands against his temples. He opened his eyes. Seth’s remained shut, and tears pooled in the crinkles of his lids. Jacen did not dare speak, only stood there, breathing in the moment.

Seth opened his eyes, warm as the russet earth of the Scar, and the tears slipped down into his beard unrestrained. He said nothing, but there was no need. He wrapped a hand around the back of Jacen’s head, making him lean down so they were forehead-to-forehead.

And then it was like gravity. No telling who moved first. Seth’s fingers knotted in Jacen’s tunic as their lips crashed together. His hand loosened from a fist, stroking down the plane of Jacen’s chest, around to the small of his back. Jacen grasped Seth by the neck and pulled him closer, closer, until he felt Seth’s heart thudding against his ribcage.

Seth caught Jacen’s shoulders, maintaining a sliver of distance between them. “Are you sure?”

Jacen shut him up with another kiss. He was not sure of much these days, but this? It required no thought at all.

Much later, in a secluded room somewhere in the library, Jacen lay against Seth as they held each other. He listened to Seth’s heartbeat, breathing in his scent of woodsmoke and citrus, absently tracing his fingers over the hair on his muscled chest and rounded stomach.

“Gods.” Seth stroked Jacen’s head with an astonished little laugh. “I think I might understand why the Church doesn’t let telepaths fuck. That was . . .” He trailed off, at a loss.

In the afterglow of pleasure, though, Jacen sensed something else: a subtle thrill of fear.

In all honesty, you terrify me.

He sat up, suddenly self-conscious as reality came rushing back. He’d done what he’d been told all his life he could not, and now he felt far too much.

Seth straightened in turn. “What’s wrong?” He touched Jacen’s shoulder, and the tender familiarity of the gesture sent a flare of warmth through him.

“Nothing you did.” But Jacen couldn’t stop himself from blurting, “Does what I am bother you?”

Seth raised his eyebrows. “A priest?”

“You know perfectly well that’s not what I meant.”

“Argumentative? Taller than me? Strangely intolerant of spicy food? All flaws, yes, but I’ve managed to forgive you for them.” He looked around the room, then pointedly down at his naked body. “I thought that was obvious.”

“Please be serious,” Jacen snapped. “It doesn’t bother you that I’m not entirely human?”

“Right. Sorry.” Seth cleared his throat. “Of course not. You’ve met

my family. I’d be a hypocrite and a fool to judge anyone by their bloodline.”

Jacen had to ponder how he might reply and did not get the chance. He sensed an approaching presence. He swore and tripped over himself as he scrambled for his clothes. “Someone’s coming.”

He was rather sore. Was he moving normally? Gods, would everyone be able to tell? This was humiliating. He was far too old for this. He should have gotten this over with as an adolescent, like every other person he knew⁠—

The presence drew close enough for Jacen to identify. He let himself breathe again. “It’s Ysira.”

Seth was grinning, perhaps about to say something, when Ysira shoved through the door with alarming force. Not so much as a knock. Her black eyes skated over them both, betraying mild intrigue, but her shoulders were tense. She was breathing hard, as if she’d run there.

The three of them stared at one another for a moment before Ysira cleared her throat and pointed behind her. “I just heard from the Gatekeeper. It’s urgent.”

Something had shaken her. It made the hairs on the back of Jacen’s neck stand on end.

Seth deflated a little. He grumbled to himself but began to pull on his clothes.

“What happened?” Jacen asked as he yanked on his boots.

“We received a communication from outside the Shrouded City.” Ysira swallowed. “It’ll be easier to explain when you see.”

They entered the library together. Two Disciples on guard bowed to Ysira and directed them to the table where, just yesterday, the demon priests had showed Neri an ashek. The boy now sat opposite Eneva and Urien, who hunched over a blocky metal device. Ogden hovered behind them, frowning more intently than usual.

Eneva stood and smoothed her robes. “There you are.”

Neri had been crying, eyes bloodshot and swollen. He looked as though he were having the worst time of his life, and a fresh surge of guilt enveloped Jacen.

“He can rest now.” Ysira beckoned her son forward. “Then we can talk.”

Seth pointed at the metal apparatus. “And maybe explain that.” “It’s a radiotelegraphy device,” said Eneva. “One of our militia patrols made contact. They were attacked by individuals wearing heavy environmental suits.”

Urien—still intently focused on the device—tapped his own helmet.

With a sinking feeling, Jacen understood.

“Shit,” said Seth, as Ysira interjected, “When? How far?”

“Too close.” Eneva’s lips formed a thin line. “But we left no survivors. Our patrol had help.”

“From who?” Ysira demanded.

“Half a dozen knights of Zivora,” Ogden answered for Eneva, his tone grim. “Led by Ged Semira.”

At the sound of his father’s name, Neri’s shoulders hunched. “Shit,” Seth said again, louder. He went to Neri, reaching out a comforting hand. Neri barely noticed. He sank deeper into his chair, staring blankly ahead.

Ysira ground out, “Do not give him this location.”

“Do you think I want to?” Eneva rounded on her. “I’ve allowed more than enough outsiders in these sacred halls. But this attack was close enough to Otavok that we have to consider the possibility the Firstborn have found us. We are in no position to refuse aid.” She turned to Neri. “Var Naxal, I urge you to give the order.”

Neri stood abruptly. Perhaps he’d meant to speak, but he swayed as though dizzy. He leaned against the table, breathing hard.

“Gods, no, enough.” Seth took another step forward and caught Neri by the arm.

Seth winced as if something had bit him. He paused and looked down. Jacen followed his gaze to the floor, where he’d stepped on an oblong rock the size of a man’s fist. The ashek—the spare that must have been left there after Neri dropped it. Seth snatched the weapon up with rough disregard, like he meant to hand it to Eneva.

Tendrils of white light coiled around the ashek. Seth’s hand spasmed. He dropped it.

Too late.

A ragged gasp escaped Eneva. Urien looked up from his machine and Ysira went rigid. The Disciples drew their weapons.

Seth’s fingers tightened around Neri’s arm. Jacen’s mind worked furiously, pieces falling into place one by one.

No. It wasn’t possible.

“Run,” Ogden said to Urien. The healer did not move, did not look away from Seth. “Now. Warn the others.”

“You’re valak,” Eneva breathed. “How?”

The voice that came from Seth’s mouth, then, had Seth’s pitch. But its cadence, its tone, the mannerisms that had suddenly taken hold of his body . . . those were not Seth’s at all.

“Not valak,” he said. “Not quite.”

He drew his sword and ran Eneva through.


PART III
LORD OF WRATH
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FROM THE LIBRARY OF MOUNT OTAVOK:

We hold sacred that the highest truths are unknowable. Our holiest temples exist in total darkness, not to teach us to see through faith alone, but so that we might become comfortable without a guiding light.

The gods of Zivora would take the sun. They cannot make us fear the dark.

—HESAYA NAL TERSERO, DISCIPLE OF THE GATE, 460 A. C.
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YSIRA

While Jacen stood in a useless state of shock, Ysira did not give herself space to think. She ran at Seth as he twisted and wrenched his sword from Eneva’s guts, eviscerating her.

Urien ran past Seth. Not fast enough. Urien would have been beheaded had Ogden not shoved him forward and stepped into the path of Seth’s blade. Metal screeched against metal as the blade stuck in Ogden’s arm. It bought Urien enough time to stagger upright, clumsy in his suit, and disappear out the door.

The two Disciples reached Seth next. He pivoted, throwing Ogden in front of him as he pulled his blade free. Ogden crashed into the table and crumpled to the floor. With expert precision, Seth slipped beneath the first Disciple’s guard and stabbed him in the back. He locked the other’s blade overhead, drew a dagger from his belt with his free hand, and slashed her throat.

Ysira backed away, reconsidering, holding her knife in an under-hand grip across her chest.

“Get behind me,” she ordered Neri. He scrambled under the table.

Seth faced them. His expression was utterly blank. “Allow me to leave with the boy, and I will consider letting you live.”

That tone, that change in demeanor. Ysira had witnessed its like now in three different bodies. Iyelekirin squirmed, finally recognizing what must have been lying in wait for days.

“Tharanoth.” Her voice trembled. This had to be his doing. He had found them, just as he threatened he would.

“Tharanoth?” Seth exclaimed. “You wound me. He’s still far above.

He doesn’t know you roaches like I do.” He licked his lips. “I know how to follow you down inside all your darkest little hiding places.”

From where he slumped against a chair, clutching his ribs, Ogden whispered, “Turil.”

Seth turned his gaze on Ogden. A slow smile split his face. “Generous of you to keep that man in your clinic for so long. Did you know I used his body every night to watch you sleep? I wondered if you knew, deep down, that it was me. Did you miss me?”

Ogden’s eyes bulged. He couldn’t speak. Ysira had not thought him capable of such fear.

She addressed the goddess—the demon. “I’m going to kill you.”

Turil, Lady of Pain, considered her through Seth’s eyes. There was no warmth there, that red-brown color gone flat and cold as the depths of outer space.

“So you’ve said.” Seth leveled his sword at Ysira. “You won’t defeat me. Even if you could, you don’t have the will to kill this vessel.”

Ysira stood her ground and lifted her blade. She told Neri, “Run,” and barely got the word out before Seth attacked. He struck at her with all his legendary skill and none of his restraint. He fought like he meant to kill her.

With her short knives, she couldn’t match his reach. She overextended. He kicked her legs out from under her. She caught herself on one hand, impact rattling up her arm, and slashed his calf. When he screamed, he sounded like himself. She faltered. He kicked her in the chest, hard enough to splinter ribs. She collided with a shelf and toppled backward with it in a hail of trinkets and parchment. Her head struck stone. Spinning halos of light obscured her vision as the room flipped around her.

When Iyelekirin had done its job and her senses returned to her, Ysira smelled smoke. She tried to lever herself up and hissed as broken glass sliced her palm. A shattered sconce. Seth had vanished, Neri with him. Fire bloomed in their wake. All around, priceless manuscripts sparked and burned.

Ysira swore. To her left, Jacen was on his knees, in some sort of trance. She shook him. “Wake up!”

He blinked foggily at her. She didn’t wait for a response. She found Ogden leaning against the table and taking short, shallow breaths.

“Only broken ribs,” he said through clenched teeth. “Find Neri.”

Ysira readied herself to sprint through the wall of fire, but Eneva weakly called, “There’s a passage in the back.”

The Gatekeeper remained conscious, holding in her intestines. “Leads outside,” she mumbled. “Faster way to the Gate.”

The Gate. Of course, that was where Seth—Turil—would take Neri. Ysira told Jacen, “Get Ogden out. I’m right behind you.”

Jacen finally summoned the presence of mind to help Ogden hob-ble to the back of the library, to an ancient stone door half-obscured by shelves. He rammed it with his shoulder to force it open.

Eneva grasped for Ysira, tears in her eyes. “Leave me. Go after him. Please.”

Ysira trusted Eneva Nal Karak about as much as she trusted any given person, which was not at all. She liked her even less. But the library was burning. In light of what Neri had done to that spider . . . If they lost Eneva, how much remained of the traditions that had safeguarded Naxal’s power for fifteen thousand years?

With Neri’s father on their doorstep, Ysira didn’t know what to expect. She only knew she feared it. She needed as many strong voices as possible to counter Ged’s.

Ysira yanked the red cloth off the table, preparing to wrap it around Eneva’s middle. But then she got a better look at the wound and saw the extent of the blood loss, the major arteries that must have been severed.

Eneva’s skin had gone clammy. Her fingers scrabbled at Ysira’s skirt. She was trying to say something but fading fast. Ysira dropped the cloth and leaned in to hear the Gatekeeper’s last words.

“Promise me,” Eneva choked. “Promise he doesn’t integrate. It’s too dangerous. Naxal isn’t—” She coughed up blood but pulled Ysira closer. “It’s changed. It’s not what we remember.”

In the stone passage beyond the library, Ysira caught up with Jacen and Ogden. At the question in Ogden’s eyes, she shook her head.

“I was trying to get into Seth’s mind,” Jacen was saying. “It felt . . . deep underwater, as if⁠—”

“Can you locate him?” Ysira interrupted. “And Neri?”

She barely breathed as Jacen concentrated, until he answered. “They’re headed toward the Gate.”

He did not need to add that, should Seth travel through the Gate, the goddess inhabiting his body would learn the path through the Source. The gods could send an army directly from their fortress below Zal Fel.

“How did this happen?” Ysira looked to Jacen, then Ogden. “I thought you said you buried the possessed man’s body.”

“We did,” Ogden croaked.

“I checked Seth that day. He was clean. I—” Jacen faltered. “Oh, gods. It was me. I didn’t let anyone check me. I was too drunk to think of it.”

He fell silent, too horrified at himself to speak.

The passage opened along the river, through an inconspicuous arch of volcanic rock. From up the hill, where the library now stood engulfed in flames, Urien and an armored man—Mondral—hurried their way.

Ogden shook Jacen off as he helped him down to the sand. “I’ll live.” He fished in his robes, though it made him grimace with pain, and handed Ysira a white box. “This is the fastest-acting sedative I have. It may let you capture Seth alive. Capture her. Turil owes me answers before we destroy her.”

Ysira took the box. He must have been keeping it on his person for some time. “Who was this meant for?”

Ogden would not answer, but she knew by the look on his face. Neri.

In case he presented a danger they could no longer control.

Ysira asked, “What did Eneva tell you?”

“Stop wasting time” was all Ogden said. “Nothing’s changed, Ysira.” She managed a nod. She slipped the box into her belt pouch as Urien and Mondral arrived. Mondral carried a glaive in addition to his own weapon and tossed it at Ysira without a word, without even slowing his pace.

Urien waved them onward as he knelt beside Ogden. “Get to the Gate!”

Ysira and Jacen ran to catch Mondral. For the moment, the demon priest seemed capable of stowing his questions. They cut through the fields to a towering stone wall. A channel in the façade held a dilapidated elevator, which looked as though it had sat unused for decades.

Mondral ushered them on and turned a dial. A cluster of crystals overhead flared brighter. The cage shot up. Jacen, still fighting to catch his breath, gripped the rail with his mouth clamped tightly shut.

“The archdemon can keep the host moving faster than his own mental stamina would allow,” said Mondral. “But he’s still injured and encumbered. We’ll catch them.” He hesitated. “Be prepared for reinforcements.”

He left unsaid, It might already be over.

“Turil must have been inside his head for days.” Ysira could still scarcely believe it. “Just waiting for the right opportunity.”

“He had a nosebleed,” said Jacen. “The morning I saw him at the clinic, he said he’d fallen. I never suspected.” He slammed a hand against the side of the cage. “I didn’t see what was right under my fucking nose.”

“I’m sorry,” said Mondral, “but we’ll have to put him down.” The words hit Ysira harder than she’d been prepared for. “We will do no such thing,” Jacen ground out.

You don’t have the will to kill this vessel. Even if Ysira could summon it, Jacen could not. Could Neri? She didn’t think so. The Lady of Pain could not have chosen a more perfect host than Seth Semira.

“Var Naxal is the priority,” Mondral snapped. “You have no idea what we’ve endured, you’re not one of us, and your place is to listen and obey. I have dedicated my life to this fight. I will not jeopardize our chances for anything, and you have no right.”

Jacen started to respond, but whatever he’d meant to say was lost in a shriek of metal as the elevator dragged to a stop.

They emerged on the long path that led to the black door. A lone figure limped toward it, someone smaller slumped motionless over his shoulder.

Before Ysira could follow Mondral, Jacen grabbed her by the arm. “We can’t kill Seth.”

“I don’t want to,” Ysira said. “But if it comes down to him or—” She stumbled over the words. “If it comes down to him or Neri, I have to save my son.”

She desperately wanted to believe she would not have to sacrifice Seth to save Neri. But the strength of her feelings—the pain of them—astonished her. After a decade of pretending he didn’t exist, she hadn’t thought herself capable of this.

“You have to let me attempt exorcism,” Jacen said. “We can incapacitate him and then let me try. I know you care for him too⁠—”

“Hurry!” Mondral shouted.

Ysira gave Jacen a sharp nod, which seemed to placate him for now. She ran after Mondral, Jacen trailing behind. Seth, or the thing inside him, heard them push through the door seconds after he had.

He set Neri down beneath a crescent of shadow cast from one of the temple mezzanines. Neri stirred and whimpered. Black blood trickled from his hairline, and Ysira’s stomach lurched when she realized Seth must have struck him.

“Reinforcements are coming,” Turil said through Seth’s mouth, with eerie calm. She raised his sword into a high hanging guard. At his back, the Gate pulsed and shimmered. Close—but not close enough. “This vessel can hold you off long enough.”

Mondral drew his own sword, steel glittering in the eerie red light from above. “We’ll see.”

Ysira sprinted toward Neri, Jacen toward Seth.

Seth attacked. He would have taken off Jacen’s arm had Jacen not dodged with a quickness only a telepath could manage. He backed away, intense focus writ across his face.

Ysira checked Neri’s pulse, found it strong, and dragged him away from the struggle. She readied her glaive, wishing she were wearing something more practical.

Mondral and Seth locked blades, straining against each other. Then Mondral let go. His sword dropped with a clang as he leaned expertly sideways and pulled another weapon from his belt. An ashek. A blade extended from the strange stone—a lightless void, outlined in brilliant gold.

Seth’s sword connected with the ashek’s glowing edge. A perfect block. It sliced his blade clean in two. He stumbled. Mondral danced behind him and sliced his heel tendon. Seth dropped to one knee.

Turil sucked air between Seth’s teeth. “Haven’t seen one of those in a century or two.” She still gripped the broken half of his sword but said, “Well played!”

Ysira had barely taken a step. It seemed, to her mild surprise, that Kanan Var Mondral was every bit as skilled as he claimed. She reached for Ogden’s syringe.

Jacen put himself between Seth and Mondral. “Wait.” “Stand aside,” said Mondral.

Jacen held his arms out toward each of them in a gesture of cautious surrender. “Fight it, Seth. You can take back control.” He did not avert his gaze from Seth as he ordered, “Mondral, get out of his head.” A pulse of extradimensional energy followed, so strong even Ysira felt it. Her demon convulsed. Agony surged in the back of her skull.

Neri cried out. Mondral doubled over and screamed, “Kheris, stop!”

Seth’s right hand trembled around the hilt of his sword. He put his left to his forehead as though in pain.

Jacen lowered his hands. “Look at me. Fight it!”

Seth turned, so fast it shouldn’t have been possible, and threw his broken sword at Mondral.

The demon priest reacted in self-defense. Or, rather, his demon did. Whatever Jacen had done had stunned Mondral, must have hampered his ability to control it. Only instinct remained—and power.

Mondral flailed and gasped. His face contorted strangely, then unnaturally, his jaw lengthening and unhinging sideways as though caught between two encroaching walls. His right eye burst from its socket, dangling by the optic nerve. Armor crunched.

His skull split like an overripe melon. Bones creaked, snapped, splintered out of his skin, ripping apart muscle and armor. They shot out from him in a cluster of pale, bloody javelins, imprecisely aimed at Seth.

Jacen dove out of the way. Ysira threw herself back, over Neri. Bony shrapnel pierced her skin. A hail of blood and shredded flesh rained over them. Through a haze of shock, an inane thought struck Ysira: That’s what his demon does.

She shoved regret and horror away, deep into a corner of her mind where they could not impede her. No time for that. There was never time.

A jagged section of bone protruded from Seth’s shoulder. He appeared not to notice. He reached for part of a rib that had embedded in his thigh and snapped it short with a grunt.

“You are strong,” he said to Jacen. Turil’s voice rang through, clear as ever. “But not strong enough.”

Ysira clutched the shaft of her glaive, struggling not to retch as she wiped something warm and pulpy off her face. Jacen was unharmed but covered in gore. A bit of brain slid down his temple like a bloody maggot.

He faced Turil, trembling. He opened his mouth, but she spoke first. “Come now, Brother. You know the rite. Three priests to an exorcism. You don’t stand a chance on your own, not against me. Surely, you remember that!” Seth’s eyes flicked up to the mezzanine above. “My reinforcements are here. I suggest you surrender the boy, or else we’ll kill you rather messily, and Lord Semira will awaken to a most upsetting scene.”

Jacen stood his ground. He put himself between Seth and the Gate. Heavy boots thumped across the mezzanine, but Ysira did not dare look up. Behind her, Neri pushed himself shakily to his knees.

Something hurtled overhead, bright as a comet. It landed in front of Ysira with a crash that shook the temple, sending spider cracks shattering across the stone. A man, white-haired and clad in shining silver armor, rose from a crouch. He had to be over seven feet tall. He surveyed Ysira, an imperious sneer on his deep grey face. Violet eyes in seas of black—the eyes of a god—peeled her apart, dissecting her weaknesses.

Seth was cackling madly. Rakalem, Lord of Fear, stepped through the bloody pile that had been Kanan Var Mondral. Metal boots squelched on viscera. The god smirked.

“This ought to be fun.”
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Knife-like fear rent its way through Ysira. She whipped her head around in search of Neri, to find he’d crawled further back toward the wall. He flexed his fingers, staring at the space between his hands.

He had never consciously summoned Naxal’s power—not enough to matter. He wasn’t ready, and after the spider . . . he was more afraid than ever. Ysira could only hope the threat before them would prove enough pressure, push him far enough to save them all from a grisly end. But as the Lord of Fear strolled toward Seth, Jacen eyed Ysira with something just shy of resignation.

“I don’t like this look on you,” Rakalem said to Turil, in a smooth, thunderous tenor. “It’s rather common. And is that a bit of femur stuck in your shoulder?”

“It’s temporary.” Turil extended Seth’s arm, examining it. She plucked out a shard of bone and rolled his shoulders, testing out the damaged muscles. “Still functional, though, and uncommonly good in a fight.”

Ysira cast another sharp look over her shoulder. “Neri,” she said urgently. Uselessly.

Turil knew it too. She picked up Seth’s broken sword, tossing it hand to hand as she said, “He won’t do it. Tharanoth looked inside the boy’s mind, and I know everything this one knows about him.” She pointed the blade at Seth’s chest. “The child clings to his humanity. He hates Naxal’s power, he fears it—and he will not surrender it.” She chuckled. “He’s locked away your finest weapon and thrown the key into a chasm.”

Ysira shifted her stance, struggling to decide where to strike first.

Rakalem watched her bemusedly. “Tharanoth said your exploits on our station might have instilled a false sense of confidence. Allow me to relieve you of that. You caught us unawares at an inconvenient time. We’ve also learned a great deal about you since your escape.” He paused. “Your ancestors named me the Lord of Fear. Would you like to know why?”

He extended a hand and advanced on her.

Cold sweat slithered down Ysira’s spine. Something itched in her brain, deep in the grey matter where she could not reach. It itched and itched and before she realized what she was doing, her nails clawed at her scalp. The attack was so subtle, Iyelekirin barely managed to warn her before she scooped out her own eyeball. She stared at her fingers, horrified.

When she looked up, the god loomed over her. She thrust her glaive at him. He dodged. She lost track of the next few seconds. She was on her knees, wheezing, tasting blood. Rakalem kicked her between the shoulder blades and sent her sprawling.

As Iyelekirin healed whatever he’d just done to her, Rakalem commented, “An insensate with a demon. Fascinating.”

Ysira levered herself up with a groan. The Lord of Fear tilted his head at her. “How do you tell it what to do? You can’t, can you?” A terrible smile spread across his face, showing too many teeth. “You can’t control it. But perhaps I can.”

He seized her mind in a viselike grip. Black metal snaked down his right arm, forming a wicked blade. He stabbed her in the chest.

Ysira coughed up blood. It spurted against her palms as Rakalem pulled the blade free and she tried to plug the hole above her left breast. Her heart flopped like a fish on sand. Iyelekirin spasmed, and if she could have understood its language, she knew it would have been screaming. It wasn’t healing her it wasn’t healing her it wasn’t healing her⁠—

Despite all the dangers at hand, since what she had survived in the canyon, Ysira had not seriously considered that she might die. She had been more preoccupied by all the ways she might live, in endless torment that would have made oblivion a mercy. But now, faced with her end, she found she was not ready. She wasn’t fucking ready.

She was leaving her body, head lighter and lighter as darkness closed in, her consciousness evaporating into the ether.

Then—

OUT.

Another presence swept through her head, anchoring her to her body and pushing the demon god back. Iyelekirin seemed to breathe a sigh of relief, its power coursing through Ysira once more. Clarity returned.

As the world sharpened, the first thing she saw was Jacen. The priest stood with both arms outstretched, sweat beading on his forehead. Seth was frozen on his knees, his face a rictus of agony. Rakalem’s ridged brow furrowed.

I can hold him. Jacen’s defenses bolstered Ysira’s a hundredfold. Shield you. His mental voice was short, pained, his focus split too many different ways. Ashek.

Ysira’s gaze darted toward the red smear that was Mondral. His ashek had cut through steel, but could it harm a god? It stood to reason that if only the possessed could wield it, its edge might be some form of extradimensional energy.

Fucking hurry, said Jacen.

It wasn’t as if Ysira had a better idea. She staggered to her feet and readied her glaive once more.

“Delightful.” Rakalem’s eyelids clicked together twice in rapid succession. “Most of my peers prefer not to get their hands dirty, but I often test myself against the Harvested.” He licked his pointed canines. “It’s been some time since I faced worthy opponents.”

He beckoned at Ysira and hissed, “Come, then. Don’t bore me.” The god moved like this was a dance he had already rehearsed, always one step ahead. Ysira could not land a single blow. She could only lure him, half-fleeing, away from Jacen, away from Neri, toward Mondral’s remains. She couldn’t see what Neri was doing but prayed he’d find it in him to do something. Anything.

She skidded on blood. Dropped to one knee. She grabbed hold of something—part of a liver, maybe—and threw it. Rakalem was surprised enough to duck. She fumbled one-handed through the gore, finding nothing but guts and bone fragments.

Rakalem’s next blow slammed into the juncture between her neck and shoulder. She screamed. He wrenched the blade out and, as she healed, prepared to bring it down in a shallower arc. “I wonder what happens if I cut off your head.”

At last, her fingers closed around something hard. It warmed at her touch. As Rakalem’s blade descended, the ashek flared to life, extending like crystal shattering in reverse. Ysira rolled sideways and swung with all her might at the only part of him she could reach.

The ashek made contact in a shower of sparks. A film of blue light rippled over Rakalem. A shield, fracturing. The ashek sliced through metal and flesh, biting into his ankle. The god dropped, heavy as a felled tree. He landed on his knees. The strange blue film of his shield rippled again and sputtered out.

But Rakalem was laughing. He backhanded Ysira and the world flipped on its axis. For several seconds she was weightless, then collided with solid rock. Her back crunched. Blood fogged her vision.

She tried to sit up, eardrums vibrating, ashek and glaive both gone, but found she could not move her legs. Iyelekirin struggled valiantly to repair whatever impossible number of injuries she’d sustained. She could only see out of one eye. Rakalem was still laughing, limping toward Jacen. His left foot dragged behind him on threads of sinew, leaving a trail of black liquid. His blood. She’d made the god bleed.

Not that it would matter if she couldn’t surprise him again.

Three sharp cracks quaked her body as her spine straightened back into place. With a strangled yell, she managed to climb to her knees. She turned, searching again for Neri.

A red glow built behind his eyes but faded. “I can’t,” he whispered. “It’s not mine. I can’t.”

Jacen’s nose was bleeding. Seth stood, slowly, and raised his broken sword. He took a step. Jacen cried out. His shield around Ysira’s mind slipped. Rakalem wormed his way back in. He’d somehow gotten his hands on the ashek.

With inhuman resolve, he limped toward Ysira once more. She tried to stand. Her right knee buckled.

“Neri!” Ysira screamed. Desperation forced the words from her lips, even as she knew she would regret them as long as she lived. “Get up and fight! Or are you utterly worthless?”

The Lord of Fear ignited the ashek. He drove the shining golden blade toward her chest. Ysira acted on the basest of instincts. Nothing else to do. She trapped the blade between her bare hands.

She pivoted, momentum wrenching the weapon from his hands as it sheared her left arm almost completely from her body. But she still had her right hand, and her reflexes were true. She caught the hilt of the ashek and drove it through Rakalem’s heart.

He had not stopped grinning. He leaned toward her, gripping her shattered body, coughing up black blood. That horrible smile broadened. Long, insectile legs protruded from between his teeth, reaching for her.

And then a scorching wind blasted them both. The air rippled like a heat mirage. Red light seeped out of the liminal folds of space and snapped across the area in a wave. It radiated out from Neri with breathtaking violence.

Rakalem let Ysira go. He was engulfed in a cyclone of alien light, so bright, she saw the outline of his skeleton. Organs ruptured, metal liquefied. The many-legged thing inside him flailed and burned, burned, burned until nothing but ash and bone remained.

Neri collapsed. Ysira caught him before he hit the floor, though she could barely stand herself. He vomited over her arm. When he met her eyes, the look therein was bloodcurdling. Horror ate at her.

She had called him worthless, and worse—it had worked.

Jacen had regained enough control to make Seth kneel once more, and kept him in his peripheral vision as he raced toward Ysira and Neri.

“Are you all right?” Jacen didn’t wait for an answer. “You actually did it.” He started to take Neri by the shoulders but hesitated, as one might before touching a holy relic. Jacen looked like he might embrace Neri or fall to his knees. An incredulous laugh escaped him. He turned to Ysira, and his expression was one of sheer wonder.

She felt sick to her stomach.

Heavy footfalls sounded on the mezzanine once more, and Seth hissed. That noise, from his mouth, made Ysira flinch.

A man jumped from the heights. Five more followed, with a shower of sand and a force that shook the ground.

The man in the lead was helmeted and well over six feet tall. He brandished a severed head—grey-skinned, pointed-eared, Firstborn—in one hand, and a bloody sword in the other. He tossed the head before Seth and pronounced, “Demon. I’m going to kill you.”

Ysira’s blood ran cold. She had not heard that voice in over a decade. She stepped instinctively in front of Neri and drew her long steel knife from under what was left of her skirt.

Ged Semira wiped his sword, sheathed it, and removed his helmet. He passed it to one of the knights beside him. Among them, Ysira recognized Saraida. The fifth newcomer, a white-eyed woman with yellow hair, wore the black robes of a Church inquisitor.

Someone had let them through.

In a practical sense, Ysira understood. Ged was not the enemy, not truly. But of all the people who could have come to their aid . . . Ysira clenched her jaw, forcing herself to be silent. Not for one second loosening her grip on her knife. Ged’s gaze passed over, then locked with hers. She stared at him until her eyes burned, refusing to blink.

He looked so much older than she remembered. At forty, he was as imposing as ever, but his hairline had begun to recede, and grey flecked his dark stubble. His forehead bore red symbols—the High Lord’s crown, traditionally painted in their predecessor’s blood. And Ged’s markings had to be blood, crudely drawn, dried bits flaking off.

“Father,” Neri stammered weakly.

Ged turned away from Ysira to look upon his last surviving child. To behold his eyes, now redder than blood, and beside him, the charred skeleton of Rakalem, Lord of Fear.

“So, it’s true,” Ged murmured. He addressed Turil through Seth. “Your lackeys put up a pathetic fight.”

Seth smiled another unnatural smile. “A small setback. More are coming.”

“I’ll deal with them in kind,” said Ged. “But first, I will avenge my brother.” He raised his sword.

“No,” said Jacen and Neri at the same time.

“There are more than enough of us to subdue him.” Ysira spoke quickly. “We can take him back to the Shrouded City, get whatever information we can out of the demon and attempt exorcism there.”

“Shut up,” Ged snapped at her. “I’ll deal with you in a moment.”

Turil laughed again. “Were I in one of my typical vessels, you wouldn’t have stood a chance. Rakalem and I would have destroyed you. I don’t think this one has much left, though, so—” Turil angled Seth’s head at Neri, now on his feet beside Ysira. Seth’s eyes glinted. “The little god-killer. I didn’t think you had it in you. Let us speak, as equals.”

Ysira clenched her knife tighter, her knuckles bone-white. “Don’t⁠—”

“This woman abandoned you to your father’s mercy,” said Turil. “And you hate him. We saw it in you when you were aboard our station. He has made your life a nightmare, and you dream of his death. You’ve prayed to us for it.”

Neri remained still, petrified.

“And what of these people?” Turil went on. “Knights you don’t know. A drunk barely clinging to sanity. The only living person who cares about you, not your power, is this man.” Seth pointed at himself. “If you do as I ask and come with me through the Gate, I will give him back to you. So long as you both cooperate, you could live quite comfortably with us. If not, I will inflict on him a fate worse than death.” A pause. “Think carefully, boy. This is in your hands. Should you choose to act, not one of them could stop you.”

As the balance of power shifted, they all felt it. Ged, Saraida, the knights, the inquisitor, Jacen . . . They all looked to Neri. A chill ran down Ysira’s spine.

“Kill him,” Ged ordered. “Neri—son—kill that thing now. Seth is gone. Use your power.”

Neri was shaking. Saraida barked an order. The rest of Ged’s team fanned out, forming a circle around Seth. None of them knew what to expect, weapons tight in their grips.

“Neri.” This time, the voice was Seth’s own. Perhaps it was a trick. Perhaps the goddess who held his mind in thrall had let him slip through, just for a moment. Seth gasped, “It’s all right.”

He would not beg. It wasn’t in his nature. But his pain was palpable. “Do whatever you have to,” he said. “I love you.”

“Are you a coward or a fool?” Ged demanded of Neri. “Do it, or condemn us all!”

Enough of this. Ysira pulled out Ogden’s syringe and rose, making eye contact with Jacen. His mind brushed hers, a deep anguish etched into his features. Together, he said, and as seamlessly as though it had sprung from both their minds at once, a plan materialized.

Jacen pointed two fingers at Seth. Seth screamed. For an instant, again, he sounded like himself.

Ged and Ysira both lunged. Ged at Seth, Ysira at Ged. His sword crashed against her knife. She stopped him from cleaving Seth’s skull in two, but the impact broke her blade and shattered through her arm like an earthquake.

She fell with a cry. But Jacen stepped up behind Seth, closing the distance. They moved in unison, their minds as one, too fast for Ged to follow. Ysira tossed Jacen the syringe. He caught it with his free hand. Plunged it into the side of Seth’s neck.

Seth’s shoulders slumped. His eyelids drooped, and his grip slackened on his blade as he fell into a daze, nearing unconsciousness. It was over—it was well and truly over—but Ged wasn’t finished.

Ysira’s right arm was paralyzed as Iyelekirin knitted its bones back together. She couldn’t stop Ged from swinging his blade down and, in one sharp motion, slicing Seth’s sword hand clean off.

Jacen caught Seth as he fell, out cold, and stemmed the flow of blood from the stump with his own hands. Through a ragged gasp, all he managed to say was “Why.”

Ged stood over his brother’s unconscious, mutilated form. The expression on his face, so hair-raisingly close to vindication, made Ysira see red. He said, without emotion, “If you insist on keeping him alive, he’s less of a threat now.”

In the time it took Ysira to round on Ged, he closed the distance between them. He seized her, dragged her around, and slammed her against the wall. An involuntary cry escaped her.

“You killed my children, didn’t you?” He shook Ysira. “Didn’t you?” “They gave me no choice,” she gasped. “They would have gotten

Neri killed or delivered him to whatever insanity you had planned⁠—”

He shoved her harder against the wall. She struggled, but it was like trying to fight a statue.

“Don’t make me laugh.” Ged leaned in, close enough that she could feel his breath. “You’re the one who abandoned him.”

“Ged, enough!” Jacen shouted. Though he did not leave Seth’s side, the force behind his words distracted Ged enough for Ysira to squirm out of his grip.

“Abandoned him?” she shouted, backing away, too enraged to care that they had an audience—or that Neri could hear every word. “I was eighteen years old. I had nothing. I had been left for dead. What kind of life could I have given him? But you”—she stabbed a finger at Ged—“you were the firstborn son of Avram fucking Semira. And it wasn’t even you who took him in; it was Lilaya, because you were too much of a coward⁠—”

“You should have known better,” Ged cut her off. “I did nothing to you against your will, and that boy was your responsibility as much as mine.”

“I did my part,” Ysira said. “I carried him, I gave birth to him, and I gave him a chance at the best life anyone in Zivora could ask for. Leave it to you to use him as a human sacrifice instead.”

“A human sacrifice?” Ged repeated, incredulous. “Is that what you think I did?” He pointed at the bones of the Lord of Fear. “If what I’m seeing here is any indication, I did him a favor.”

For an instant, Ysira forgot all about the awful choices at hand. After everything Neri had endured, the horrors he’d seen, the crushing responsibility with which he’d been burdened—the way Ysira, too, had pushed him there⁠—

A chasm opened up inside her.

What have we done?

Maybe she was no better than Ged, but she would let the whole world burn before she let him claim he’d done Neri a fucking favor.

Ged was still talking. “He would never have become a knight. He wasn’t fit for much else, he was defective, but now⁠—”

Ysira hit him. Felt his nose break under her knuckles. First came a grim satisfaction—ruptured by a cold spike of terror as, faster than she could react, he seized her by the neck and started to squeeze. “This is for Damir.”

Ysira’s vision blurred. She kicked her feet, choking, refusing to look away as hate burned in Ged’s eyes. She would not look away. She would survive this, and one day, hers would be the last face he ever saw.

“Stop.”

The voice, this time, was Neri’s. Though it trembled, it rang out through the temple. “Let her go. Or I’ll make you do it.”

Ged actually let her go. Ysira fell hard, coughing, massaging her neck.

Neri flexed his fingers. Tentacles of red light writhed around them. “Step away.”

Ged’s eyebrows rose. He took a step back. It took him a moment to find words. “Good. Very good. I knew all you needed was a little push. Next time, do that first.”

Ysira started, “Neri, you don’t have to do what he⁠—”

But Neri rounded on her, eyes blazing. “I don’t have to do what you say, either.” He was breathing hard, but his voice steadied. “You heard that thing. None of you could stop me.” His gaze circled the platform, taking them in one by one.

Ysira felt a stab of hurt to which she had no right, warring with an unwelcome surge of fear. Meek as he seemed, Neri was one decision away from becoming the most powerful being on all Celes Lor—perhaps on any world. And he was angry. At her. With very good reason.

Under ultimate pressure, different people responded in different ways. As a warrior and as a healer, Ysira had seen a myriad of them. When faced with a breaking point, some hardened. Some shattered. Some ran. Neri had done what few others could: he evolved.

He had reached a point at which fear was no longer sustainable.

Fear would break him—and so he tapped in to something else.

Ysira met Jacen’s eyes. A strange look passed over his face. Be-fore she could parse it, it was gone.

“We’re going back to the library. Jacen, Uncle Seth, and”—Neri’s voice hitched over her name—“Ysira are coming with us.” He set his jaw and demanded, much louder, “Does anyone else have something to say?”

No one dared to speak.
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They returned to find the Shrouded City preparing for a siege.

Hesaya met them first, at the edge of the fields, with Commander Teheda and four other militia members.

“I am now Gatekeeper of Otavok,” Hesaya said without preamble. “The Disciples’ choice was unanimous.” Her face was drawn, but her voice was steel. “No one made it through the Gate. You neutralized the immediate threat and bought us time to prepare. But that’s all.”

“Indeed,” Ged affirmed. “You need to fortify⁠—”

Hesaya held up a hand. “It’s already done. In the last hour alone, the enemy triggered multiple alarm systems. We have protocols for this, which have been in place for longer than any of us have been alive. You will follow them as directed.” She paused, as though daring Ged to challenge her. “We do not recognize Zivoran hierarchy. You are my ally, not my liege, and we do not have time to bicker amongst ourselves.” She looked at Ysira, too, then the knights. “Am I understood?” Ysira muttered her assent. Ged frowned at Hesaya, but Neri said, “Father. Do what she says.”

Hesaya almost smiled. “Var Naxal has spoken.”

She bowed—to Neri. Ged’s jaw tightened. But he inclined his head a fraction of an inch. “Gatekeeper.”

“Commander Teheda.” Hesaya beckoned at the stocky, mustached militiaman. “Take Seth Semira to the holding cell and restrain him. Ogden is waiting with sedatives.” She caught Teheda’s arm as he moved to obey. “Be discreet. Don’t leave anyone alone with him.”

Teheda nodded sharply. His men carried Seth away, and Jacen’s face grew alarmingly pale as he watched them go. He held Rakalem’s skull in a white-knuckled grip.

“I’ve called for a meeting between our leaders,” Hesaya informed the rest of them. “In the meantime, I suggest you familiarize yourselves with our defenses. Get what rest you can. We’ll be surrounded by morning.” She bade them go on ahead, toward the library, but Ysira lingered.

Jacen hovered at her side as she asserted, very quiet, “You let the knights in.”

“I did,” said Hesaya. “And I won’t hear another word about it from you. We can’t afford it.”

Before Ysira could respond, Jacen said, “I’m so sorry about Eneva and Mondral. I don’t know what to⁠—”

“Don’t, then. What’s done is done.” Hesaya closed her eyes, centering herself. “At the Gate—you held back Turil. How?”

Jacen shook his head. “Not Turil. Seth. His mind is still there, beneath hers, so I kept her from acting by freezing his motor functions.” He frowned. “I . . . I have to think on this.”

With trembling fingers, Hesaya reached toward the skull in Jacen’s hands. “And Neri did this.”

“You should have seen it, Hes. He was . . .” Jacen didn’t seem capable of describing it.

Hesaya drew a shaky breath, clutching the front of her robe, and the hope on her face broke something in Ysira. She could do nothing but follow them to the library, mind racing and utterly alone, even as they caught up with the knights.

Neri was finally looking at Ysira; she knew because his gaze was like a pair of daggers in her back, but what could she say to him? Where could she begin?

Rakalem’s vanguard had broken Otavok’s defenses by the docks, through which Seth had arrived with Turil in his head. Those tunnels had been collapsed, along with the entrance in the caldera. Most of the civilian population fled along a southbound branch of Esh, and soon that route would be blocked as well. Militiamen marched and hauled equipment, laying traps along the narrow, sloped streets of the Shrouded City. They fortified the complex atop the hill, which contained the city’s lifeblood: the fields, the library, and the temple.

The fire had been put out. Scorch marks blackened the sandstone, and a soggy layer of ash and water coated the floors. What little remained of the archive was strewn about the banquet hall, tended to by Disciples, many of whom wept as they worked. Their fellows’ bodies—Eneva and the two Seth had slain—lay in a corner, stripped of their veils, polished stones over their eyes.

Mondral’s remains would have to be retrieved later, but word of his fate had spread. Solai sat against a wall with her face in her hands. A man who must have been her husband held her tight, staring blankly over her shoulder.

When Neri stepped across the threshold, a flurry of whispers spread through the hall. Then a hush, as every soul within turned to look upon the boy who had killed a god.

When one of the knights tried to follow Neri, Jacen held out an arm and barred his way. Jacen shook his head at Ysira. Wait, he didn’t have to say. Watch.

As Neri walked, alone, through the crowd, there was no celebration. Only silence. The people of Otavok knelt in his wake, and soon, he was the last one standing.

He stopped. He looked back at Jacen and Ysira, and at Ged behind them, as if he expected them to say something. Jacen set a hand on Ysira’s shoulder. She must have been trembling.

“They’ll tell their grandchildren about this day,” he murmured to her. “They need to remember it. Remember him.”

Neri’s face had settled into horrible resignation. He resumed his slow pace through the crowd, letting them bow and touch his tunic as he passed.

A militiaman approached Jacen. He held out his hands, asking for the skull but too stunned to use words. Jacen gave it to him. The man climbed onto a table, raised it overhead, began to shout in Zal. Though Ysira could hardly hear him over the ringing in her ears, she caught “Sun et nath!”

They are dust.

After a moment of speechless shock, the hall erupted. Amid the shouts and cheers, those words became a rising refrain. A battle cry: “Sun et nath! SUN ET NATH!”

Neri’s shoulders had gone rigid, and soon, Ysira lost track of him in the chaos. She waded through the crowd, dodging their questions, their prayers, their grasping hands. Jacen did not leave her side, his grip tightening on her shoulder. They beheld him with new eyes, too—no longer suspicious, but grateful.

Ysira struggled to maintain her composure until she could get out, find some dark and quiet corridor in which to disappear. Now that the adrenaline had faded, the hurt set in. Something deeper than physical, which Iyelekirin could not heal. The weight in her chest threatened to drag her to her knees.

But rest was not for her, not now and maybe not ever again. No sooner had she slipped into the hall than someone called, “Ysira!”

She had expected Saraida to corner her eventually. She kept walking anyway, even as Jacen stopped and turned. To her horror, Saraida followed at a jog.

“Ysira. For gods’ sake⁠—”

Ysira rounded on her. Saraida held up her hands, green eyes wide. “I just want to talk. I’m so sorry about Seth.” She glanced at Jacen. “I may not have loved him, but I considered him a friend. I know what he meant to Neri.” She hesitated. “Neri’s your son?”

Ysira was not interested in having this conversation again, but Saraida seemed determined to. She was shorter than Ysira but more solid, and blocked her way with the confident physicality of one of the Citadel’s finest warriors.

“I never knew,” she said. “That’s why you disappeared. You were pregnant.”

“I was Harvested,” said Ysira.

Saraida blinked. “That . . . explains a lot.” She studied Ysira with a look of gentle reproach. “I can’t believe you never told me.”

“What do you want?” Ysira put the question to her bluntly. Perhaps it was uncalled for, but there was something very strange and altogether too sincere about Saraida’s tone.

“The same as you, I expect. I’m here to fight. More literally, though, I’m here because of Neri.”

It was not what Ysira, nor Jacen, had expected. They exchanged a look. Ysira narrowed her eyes. “Why?”

Saraida squared her shoulders with the air of one on trial, ready to present her case. “Under the Black Sun,” she said, “my family fared better than most. But my father was born in the Knots. He taught me that the Ancarath wealth could be a means to help the less fortunate, and that to have my grandmother’s ear was power. I did little of consequence with it. But then, at this year’s first offering, Neri accused my grandmother of cheating the Harvest.”

Despite Ysira’s best efforts to control her face, her eyebrows shot up.

“I know,” Jacen said. “I was there.” He frowned. “Was he right?”

“I thought surely he couldn’t be,” said Saraida. “Surely not. But I confronted my grandmother about it, and . . . she confessed. She had a deal with the Church. Telepaths were non-negotiable, but otherwise, she could spare—or condemn—whoever she wished.” Her mouth twisted. “I don’t know if she condemned my father, but neither did she see fit to spare him. Once I knew that, I couldn’t be complicit any longer. I helped Ged seize control of my family’s resources and win over enough of the Guard for his coup to stand a chance. He wouldn’t have succeeded without me.”

For whatever reason, Saraida was almost pleading. It unnerved Ysira, but what could she do besides listen? Jacen, too, remained rooted in place.

“When I learned what Ged had planned for Neri, I didn’t believe it. But now I’ve seen it. And everything has changed.” Saraida’s voice trembled. “I was a coward. Neri’s courage was my catalyst, and now he’s also the one who can end this. It’s—” She had to stop. “How can I see that as anything but destiny?”

Saraida had always been principled in a way that infuriated Ysira—the confident moral righteousness of someone who’d never had to bleed for anything. Saraida had never known a world without a place for her, and so of course she believed in destiny. That sense of unassailable conviction remained, but any trace of condescension had vanished.

Saraida drew her sword and held it out as though in offering. She knelt before Ysira. She bowed her head.

“My resources are many,” she said, “and they are yours.” She looked up as Ysira stared in mute shock. “I still call you friend. Sister. I believe that your son will bring justice and save this world. It will be my great honor to serve him.”

Sister. Saraida had never before used that word. How many years had Ysira spent longing to be seen as her equal? Yet this felt like the end of something. Like the person in front of Ysira—kneeling—was not Saraida at all but a diminished facsimile wearing her skin.

But what was Ysira to do? Tell Saraida to get a grip? Tell her, and Jacen, and Hesaya, and all the others No, never mind; it really is Ged you should swear yourselves to? Was she to Tell them about her every doubt and regret, about Eneva’s last words—It’s not what we remember—or about the butchered spider?

Ysira’s head spun. Her knees threatened to buckle. Suddenly, she had an inkling of what Neri must have felt that night in the desert when she’d told him the truth of who she was and what he might become. When he asked her if she wanted this and she had told him yes.

Since she and Neri had escaped the station, Ysira had been building momentum, racing forward with the single-minded determination that had always kept her alive. Now it was as if she’d jerked to a stop, arms wheeling, before a chasm as wide and deep as the Scar itself.

She looked to Jacen for any sign of an outstretched hand that might keep them all from toppling into the abyss. But his eyes were on Saraida, and he was asking her to stand. He clasped her hand in his. A tear ran down her cheek.

From somewhere far away, Ysira heard Jacen say, “Thank you. Var Naxal thanks you. He will honor you in the world to come.”

Ysira found Neri at the railway station, at the very edge of the militia’s perimeter. The tunnel leading out past the waterfall had been collapsed, lending the area a darker, claustrophobic quality. Neri stood alone, facing down the battered ancient vehicle as though it were an armed opponent.

As Ysira approached, he gave no indication of noticing. A globe of red light rotated over his palm. He threw it at the vehicle, causing it to teeter sideways.

Ysira stopped at what she felt, for the time being, was a safe distance. Neri hurled another globe of energy, and this time, the vehicle tipped off the tracks and landed on its side with an echoing crash. It was a conscious, controlled display of power, far more than he’d been capable of before.

It still seemed to exhaust him. He braced his hands against his knees, refusing to look at her. “What do you want?”

“You’re angry with me.” Ysira folded her hands behind her back so he wouldn’t see them shaking. “You’re right to be. I want to apologize.” Neri faced her, breathing hard. “I need to practice. I can’t freeze again. If you hadn’t acted, with Seth, I don’t know what I would have done—if I’d have just let—” He couldn’t finish. “You and Father were both right. I was worthless. Defective.” Ysira’s voice broke. “Neri, I’m so sorry.”

“It doesn’t matter anymore. I figured it out.” Neri struggled to steady himself. “When I was afraid, before, Naxal took over. I wasn’t afraid this time. And . . . it listened.”

Ysira started to ask him what changed, but she already knew. She’d told him herself as they journeyed to Otavok. Use your anger. Bury the fear. Fear was surrender, inertia; rage was momentum. Her stomach clenched.

Then he asked, “Did you ever want me?” The question must have been festering inside him, and now it exploded to the surface. “Did either of you?”

Of course, this was about more than what Ysira had said to him—this was about what she’d said to Ged. Now Neri knew, definitively, that there was no love at all between his parents. He could no longer pretend their relationship had been anything other than what it was.

“I know you probably didn’t have a choice when you left. I’m not stupid. But did you ever—” He stopped. “I did the math. You said you were gone for four cycles after the Harvest. Knight candidate graduation is always one cycle before that. Did you want me, or was it just too late by the time you knew?”

The answer should have been easy. Of course. Of course I wanted you. But it would have been a lie, and it stuck in Ysira’s throat. The truth was that she did not know. She could love him so much, it caused her physical pain, a rock lodged inside her heart, and still she would never know, because the Harvest had robbed her of the chance to figure it out.

Neri wiped his eyes, angrily, desperately trying to pretend her silence did not affect him. “I don’t think Father really wanted Damir or Casandra, either.” He laughed—an awful sound. “Look at us. The cripple god and his mother who didn’t want him. It’s such a joke.”

He nodded at the ground, as though sealing an agreement with himself. He faced the tracks and the toppled vehicle once more.

Light built between his hands until Ysira felt its feverish heat, and the platform trembled. Reality itself seemed a mere sheaf of fabric. Neri drew energy through from the other side as if it were water, faster and faster until seams began to split. Too much. Too fast. The air rippled, sparked—and tore.

The vehicle crumpled. Neri clenched his fist. His veins glowed bright, snaking out like dozens of worms beneath his skin. His sclerae drowned in red. Metal shrieked and crunched inward, caught beneath a force of impossible gravity, collapsing until it vanished entirely.

Ysira stared, transfixed, as Neri released his grip on the Source. The gap in the universe winked shut. The red glow subsided, leaving spidery dark stains on his brown face, as though he’d been scorched from within.

He doubled over like he might vomit. He trembled from head to toe, his skin grey and clammy, but slowly, he straightened. “I can do this. For everyone the Harvest took, everyone on the station we couldn’t save, and everyone who’s still counting on me.” His voice wavered. “For Seth. If I was never meant to be here at all . . . maybe it’s for the best. I can be whatever this world needs me to be.”

He started to turn away from her.

“I had a plan.” The words slipped out of Ysira before she could think better of them, and Neri stopped. “For a little while. I had a plan. I was going to get a boat and take it down the deepriver, get as far from Zivora as I could before you were born. Then we would have lived . . . somewhere green.”

A broken sort of laugh escaped her. It had been such a stupid, hopeful plan. It would never have worked.

Neri seemed to understand. “Instead, you took me back to him.” He looked up, blinking uselessly against the tears.

Ysira forced her emotions back, back where they couldn’t interfere, and said, “When the demon spoke through Seth, she said you wanted your father dead. That you’ve prayed for it. Is that true?”

Neri did not reply. It was a familiar silence—the silence of an answer they both already knew.

“I will never let him hurt you again,” Ysira said. “I swear it.” Then she said something foolish: “When this is over, if you want, we can go somewhere far away. Just like I planned. Jacen can exorcise Naxal, and we can leave this all behind.”

Neri looked as if he didn’t believe her. But what Ysira felt, now, was horribly real.

To the void with Zivora. Maybe Ged should have it. There might yet be a future open to Ysira and Neri both in which they could play whatever roles they chose, free of duty, free of vengeance, somewhere beyond the Scar.

“It’s too late.” Neri sounded older than his years and far wearier. “Mondral died for me. Eneva died for me. And now we’re at war.” He shook his head. “It’s too late, Ysira.”

Defective, Ged had called Neri. Defective, until he’d sent him into the canyon to become whatever he was now. But Ysira still remembered a fleeting thought she’d had soon after Neri was born, as she had gazed into his wide black eyes and realized that if the rest of her eternity was just that one moment . . . she would have been content with it. He was perfect. He was priceless. She had never needed him to be anything more than what he was.

How strange a thought, that it could be possible to love someone so completely, unconditionally, for no other reason than that they were. But they had all made their choices, or been robbed of them, and either way, it was done. Neri was right. Because of his parents, because of the gods, because of Iyelekirin, because Naxal had chosen him, only Neri could wield this power. They were hurtling toward an ending that had been written long ago.

Ysira released the fleeting thought. She said nothing more.
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JACEN

Jacen slept little that night.

As the Shrouded City prepared for battle, it wasn’t just the noise and activity—he did not feel the need for sleep. His thoughts had not stopped racing since the Gate.

Everything had changed at such a pace, he felt he’d left himself behind. He had split into two selves, watching the old one fade into the distance, far away from this new man who could refuse a drink, kill with his bare hands, make love, renounce his gods, break every vow he’d ever made, and plot to change the world.

He knew, now, that the immortal could be killed. The unbreakable could shatter. The insurmountable might yet be conquered.

He paced amidst the ashes of the library, resisting the temptation to visit Seth by speaking with the people of Otavok. After what he, Neri, and Ysira had done to defend this place, he watched any remaining animosity toward him fade into acceptance. With some, as he offered comfort to the grieving and encouragement to the terrified, it even began to resemble trust. He was no tactician and certainly no soldier, but this, he could do, and with it came that flicker of the numinous. That sense of purpose he’d feared lost forever.

He arrived well before anyone else to the Gatekeeper’s meeting, which was to take place in the throne room below the library. The Disciples had hauled in a stone table hewn with a map of the Scar, edges blackened by the fire, and placed it parallel to the three empty seats. Lost in thought, Jacen ran a hand over its grooves and painted red glyphs, each designating the location of a Gate.

Someone had placed Rakalem’s skull beside the largest glyph, over the miniature spires of Zal Fel. Empty eye sockets that once belonged to the Lord of Fear leered at Jacen. Even after everything he had seen, he could not quite comprehend this new reality.

For the first time in five years, he felt compelled to murmur a prayer.

He did not sense Nines approaching until she said, from behind him, “I need to tell you something.”

Jacen faced her, hoping he appeared sufficiently composed. He had managed to locate clothing that resembled his Church vestments, and it seemed Nines—perhaps subconsciously—had done the same. She tugged at the sleeves of her dark grey tunic. The flickering torchlight cast stark shadows across her face, lending her a haunted look.

“I’ve been paying attention.” She glanced around the empty hall. “I spoke to Turil.”

Jacen’s stomach lurched. “You what?”

Nines avoided eye contact. “I knew you wouldn’t like that.” “Who let you into Seth’s cell?”

“No one,” Nines said. “I didn’t go there. You can sense Seth from here too, can’t you?”

Jacen could. The militia had left Seth under heavy guard, sedated and blindfolded with wax stuffed in his ears. Jacen sensed his presence when he looked, and it remained—so far as he could tell—Seth’s own. The alien intelligence had vanished into the depths of his mind, buried in wait to reemerge . . . when?

Akkani must have known. She had given up too easily as they escaped Zivora; she must have detected the goddess’s presence and let them lead her here. Had Seth not picked up the ashek in the library, Jacen might not have noticed anything amiss until it was too late.

How long, exactly, had Turil been in control? How much of Seth’s actions had been Seth’s in the days since she crawled into his head?

Jacen might never know. He could not afford to dwell on all the questions that haunted him, so he wrestled them back. “Nines—this is an archdemon. You have no idea what she might be capable of. Why did you⁠—”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Nines interrupted, and Jacen was surprised enough to shut up. “She’s not as strong as she wants us to think. She can’t communicate unless I reach out first or if Seth is awake enough that she can use his voice. When he’s blind and deaf, so is she.”

From what Jacen had seen at the Gate, this made sense. It had been difficult to tell amidst the heat of battle, between shielding Ysira and freezing Seth’s motor functions, but now that he thought about it . . . the sole telepathic power he’d had to defend against was Rakalem’s.

“You’re sure?” he asked Nines. She nodded.

Jacen recalled something Urien had said. “The archdemons choose the strongest telepaths of their generation.” An incredulous laugh escaped him. “It’s not just the host body’s physical abilities they rely on. The gods aren’t telepaths—their hosts are.”

“She also wants to talk,” Nines said. When Jacen opened his mouth to reprimand her again, she added hastily, “I kept my distance. I didn’t show her anything inside my head. But I slipped up a bit, and when she noticed me . . . She wants to talk.”

To negotiate, perhaps. To offer an ultimatum or bait them into a trap. Regardless of what the goddess wanted, this might be worth entertaining—if only because they might turn the tables on her.

“Well done.” Jacen squeezed Nines’ shoulder. She allowed it. “Just tell me first next time.”

The double doors creaked open, signaling someone else’s arrival. Nines tried to slink away, but Jacen said, “Stay.” He grinned wryly at her. “I know you’re going to listen in. And you may be able to help.”

She hesitated but nodded, and melted into the shadows near the empty thrones.

Hesaya entered the hall. She had shaved her head and tattooed it in the same style as Eneva. A bold statement—she’d never be able to resume her role in Zivora like this. But her posture was steady, determined as she took her place on the righthand throne. She acknowledged Jacen with a short nod.

Dacil Var Solai, dressed in dark armor, took Mondral’s place on the left. The short, red-haired demon priest looked as though she expected someone would tell her to step aside. Jacen thought Ysira might, but she arrived in plain clothes and chose an inconspicuous spot against a wall.

By her dark-circled, bloodshot eyes, she had not slept. Her jaw was a hard line as she watched the self-declared High Lord of Zivora enter next and take up a position at one end of the table. Militia Commanders Teheda and Azaharo stood opposite Ged, and between them gathered the other five Zivoran knights, Sister Ilusha, Ogden, and Urien.

Neri arrived last, two armed Disciples at his back. The hall fell silent as he approached. His red eyes lingered on Rakalem’s skull—then the empty center throne. His expression was difficult to read, his consciousness even more so, pulled three ways between revulsion, determination, and anxiety.

He did not speak. He seemed to expect someone else would. Yet the silence dragged on, and all of them—even Ged—waited for him.

“All right.” Neri’s voice creaked. He planted his hands on the table, where the great chasm of the canyon opened wide to the east, and tried again. “Let’s begin.”

Hesaya gave him an approving nod. She leaned forward in her chair to point at Mount Otavok on the map. “The Shrouded City is a fortress, built to withstand months of siege. We’ve collapsed every entrance of which the enemy is aware and have the means to do the same for the rest.” She nodded to Ogden.

“My explosives aren’t a permanent solution,” the old man clarified. “The Firstborn have already begun the process of clearing the rubble at the docks. Months of siege will be days at most, with the technology we’re up against. But the proximity of the Gate effectively blinds them, so we can slow them down and choose where we engage.”

“We know that their objective is Naxal,” said Hesaya. “We don’t know the full extent of their arsenal, but so long as he remains here, they won’t risk destroying us. They also know we have one of their own—Turil—held prisoner. They’ll be forced to break through our defenses the hard way, on foot. In the meantime . . .” Hesaya gestured at Urien next, for the newcomers’ benefit. “From within the Firstborn Empire, for decades, Urien has been our primary source of information. He thinks that if we destroy Tharanoth and Ileth, we can force those under their command to surrender.”

“Surrender,” Ged repeated, disbelieving. He observed Urien as he might a particularly repulsive insect.

Urien’s armor creaked as he shifted his weight, uncomfortable. “My people, with the exception of the archdemons, don’t stand a chance against yours hand-to-hand. I also believe that only the most fanatical—which are not the majority—would choose our leaders’ power struggles over their own lives, absent the threat of immediate consequences.” His eyes flicked toward Rakalem’s skull. “However. I don’t anticipate Tharanoth or Ileth will risk a direct confrontation after what happened to their fellow. Accessing them will be . . . a task.”

Ged nodded, as though he’d already thought of this. “So, we defend your Shrouded City with everything we have. We draw the enemy’s eye, make them think this is where we’re trying to bait them. We turn this place into a tomb if we have to—while we go for the jugular.”

He sauntered around the table to grasp Neri’s shoulders. The boy stiffened. From her place by the wall, Ysira stopped slouching. The two Disciples reached for their weapons, but stopped when Neri lifted two fingers. Expressionless, he motioned for his father to continue.

“All we need is my son,” said Ged. “We send him with a team to guard his back—we won’t need many; we know one of our warriors is worth ten of theirs—and we bring the fight to the gods.”

The militia commanders exchanged a glance. Commander Azaharo was a large woman, tall enough to look Ged in the eye. She did so from across the table, one brow raised, as Commander Teheda crossed his tattooed, muscled arms.

“You are aware,” Azaharo said flatly, “of the nature of the enemy we face? Their fortress is in the sky.”

But Ysira spoke up. “The Firstborn can’t use our Gate here, but we still can. We can take it to their base in the ruins of Zal Fel. When I was their prisoner, they took me to the station from there. I know they have the means.”

“They do,” said Urien. “They use the space between the spires as a landing zone—it’s wide open, flat, and very high up. Their communications center is just below. The altitude, far enough from the Source’s interference, allows for transmissions into orbit. We would need to be fast, but if we take control of communications, we could steal a transport shuttle and take it to the station.”

“Only the demon-possessed can travel through the Gate,” Jacen pointed out. “That limits our options.”

But Hesaya’s face had lit up, and Urien said, “Gatekeeper. Do you have anything we could use for keys?”

“Enough for exactly forty-two passages,” said Hesaya. “We would need to make them count. But . . . it could work.”

Jacen was lost. “What could work?”

“Vermin,” Hesaya explained. “I’ve been collecting them for years, from every exorcism I could. With a negligent fool like Lev as Chief Exorcist, I was able to get away with quite a lot. Anyway—think of them as keys. If you handle the demon with care and let it . . . er . . . enter you the moment before you step through the Gate, the Source will allow you to pass.”

Jacen raised his eyebrows. He wasn’t alone. There was no small touch of horror in a knight’s voice as he said, “You want us to bond with demons?”

“Temporarily,” Hesaya stressed. “Vermin would rather remain in the Source than with a host. They’ll detach from you before you emerge on the other side.” She pursed her lips. “You’ll get no return journey. If you’re caught at Zal Fel, you’ll have nowhere to run.”

“There is another concern.” Ogden cleared his throat. When he seemed confident he had everyone’s attention, he continued, “There are three ways to Zal Fel, of which both we and the Firstborn are aware.” He pointed at the map, indicating each location as he spoke. “The long way, on foot through the canyon ruins. The Otavok Gate, here. And finally, the White Cathedral.” His gloved fingertip lingered on the red glyph at the heart of Zivora. “The Church would be foolish not to keep their own emergency supply of keys.”

With a tight nod, Hesaya pursed her lips.

Jacen could no longer contain his astonishment. “I had no idea.” “Yes, well, you never attained a high-enough rank.” Hesaya sighed.

“The inquisitors guard this knowledge carefully.” Across the table, Sister Ilusha concurred.

Hesaya addressed Ogden. “What do you propose we do, then?”

Ged answered instead. “We have to make sure the Church can’t send anyone to Zal Fel through the Cathedral Gate.” He lifted his fist, showing them all the dark metal ring once worn by Avram Semira. “I’m High Lord now. My inquisitor”—he jerked his chin at Sister Ilusha—“knows how to access the white room in the Cathedral. I can travel there and lock it from the inside.”

“Senior members of the Council have the same permissions as the High Lord,” Ogden objected. “And Akkani will be prepared for the possibility we’ll use the Gates against her. It’s too risky.”

“So, what do you propose?” Hesaya repeated. “You sound like you’ve thought this through.”

Ogden folded his hands. “I have, over the last few decades, planted a number of explosives around the Citadel. Should it become necessary, they can be detonated remotely. Not from here—but Zal Fel should be close enough.” He paused, as even Urien turned toward him in surprise. “Brother Kheris can attest they’re still in working order.”

Jacen remembered, then, something Ogden had said as they fled Zivora—something he had been almost too preoccupied to hear, let alone process: I planted enough to demolish the White Cathedral. A sinister cold trickled down his spine.

“With the touch of a button, we could set off a chain reaction.” Ogden reached inside his robes and produced a metal cube, small enough to fit in the palm of his hand. “It would level the Cathedral and a good portion of the surrounding area. It would destroy the Church’s easy access to Zal Fel. I estimate it would remove from the equation . . . seventy percent of the Church and fifteen percent of the City Guard. Most of their loyalist leaders. The bulk of their resources.” He tapped the cube. “All in one move.”

A shocked silence fell over the chamber. Urien stared at Ogden as though he’d never seen him before.

From her refuge in the shadows, Nines blurted, “No.”

Jacen might have been the only one who heard her. Several others spoke up, drowning her out. Neri alone did not react. His mind seemed far away, oblivious to the turmoil around him.

“Why didn’t you use that when we were losing the battle in Zivora?” demanded a square-jawed young knight.

“The Citadel is one of the most densely populated districts in Zivora,” said Hesaya sharply. “More so since the coup. Thousands have taken refuge around the Cathedral. To destroy it would kill them all, and it’s not just Guardsmen and inquisitors inside. There are lay priests, staff, their families. Every child acolyte still trapped inside those walls.”

Ged appeared to take Hesaya’s side. “It’s worse than that. The mechanisms in the white room control Zivora’s infrastructure—lighting, cooling systems, the dock elevators, irrigation, and gods know what else. If all that shuts down at once, it’ll be chaos. Along the deepriver, laborers will be trapped if not outright killed—to say nothing of water shortages and spoiled food stores in a city already on the verge of famine.”

The cost was unfathomable. The immediate, staggering death toll would pale in comparison to the suffering that followed.

“They designed it this way for a reason,” Jacen muttered, half to himself. The Church would not be destroyed without carving out the city’s heart.

“Put that away,” Hesaya told Ogden. “We won’t be using it.”

“You cannot underestimate Drusa Akkani,” Ogden said. “She may join the fight here and discover any ruse we attempt. She may already be at Zal Fel, waiting. If she discovers us, I guarantee she’ll have her best inquisitors after us within minutes. What do you plan to do? Pray you avoid her?” His tone turned scathing on the word pray. “You need to limit her options. What I propose is merely⁠—”

“An atrocity,” snapped Commander Azaharo. “You’re proposing killing thousands of innocents as a preemptive measure.”

“It’s a calculation we have to make,” Ogden countered. “Thousands of innocents against the future of this planet.”

“We can limit Akkani’s options by locking the white room from the inside,” Jacen said firmly. He refused to entertain the part of himself that wondered whether Ogden was right. “And then, yes—we pray that our plan proceeds in secrecy. She can’t be everywhere at once, and if I were her, my focus would be here on Otavok. We won’t achieve anything without risks, and this is a reasonable one to take.”

Ogden shook his head, impatient. “Must I remind you all that Var Naxal is not integrated? Should we fail to reach the orbital station, we don’t have the means to destroy it from the ground.”

“Enough,” Hesaya snarled at Ogden. “Do not suggest that again, or I’ll have you removed from this hall.”

The old man’s face might as well have been stone as he slipped the cube back into his robes. From the shadows, Jacen sensed Nines’ relief.

“Hold on a moment,” Ged cut in, raising both hands. “You said he’s not integrated.” He looked at Ogden, then Neri. “You can’t access the demon’s full power?”

Neri stared at the table, shoulders hunched.

“Are you telling me,” Ged went on, “that it would be possible to destroy the station itself—and yet we won’t do it?”

“Var Naxal would have to be integrated to access the necessary power,” Hesaya said tightly. “He’s had days of training, and that station is almost as massive as Ixion. If he were to lose control—if something the size of a moon were to collide with this planet—it wouldn’t just mean defeat. It would mean extinction.”

Because he owed it to Seth, Jacen added quietly, “If Neri were to integrate, we also remove any possibility of an exorcism.”

“And there’s the matter of our own people on the station,” Hesaya said. “My sources estimate two or three hundred have already been Harvested from Zivora this cycle, likely more from Alendal and Lun. We may yet save them.”

Ged was skeptical. Ysira’s face remained utterly blank. She leaned back against the wall, crossing her arms and hooking one foot over the other. She refused to meet Jacen’s eyes.

“I killed Rakalem,” Neri said at last. “If we get to the station and I save my energy, I . . . I can do this. It’s enough.”

“Integration cannot be forced,” Hesaya agreed. “In due time, perhaps Var Naxal will take that step. But now? It would be a drastic last resort. The power it took to destroy Rakalem is . . . a mote of dust before a sandstorm. We cannot trifle with it. I’m prepared to face the Holy Mother, should it come to that, because I would sooner run afoul of her than Naxal.”

“I’ve been to the station,” said Neri. “I know what to expect, and I know we can win this without . . .” He wouldn’t say the word. He held his father’s gaze, half-pleading, half-daring him to argue. “I’m the one with the demon. I decide. And I say”—his voice hitched—“we’re not there yet.”

Though Ged carefully concealed it with his usual bluster, he had been watching his son with something just shy of trepidation. He may not have been convinced, but he nodded shortly and turned to Urien. “If we’re doing this, you’ll have to come along.”

“Out of the question,” said Ogden.

“I’m the only one who knows how to pilot a transport. I’m also the only one who can guarantee us clearance to dock.” Urien fixed his friend with a hard stare. “I am not yet finished atoning. I will go.”

A deeply conflicted look passed over Ogden’s craggy face, but he said nothing more.

“So, the transport lands between the spires, and Urien”—Jacen couldn’t quite manage the word fly; it sounded so strange—“brings us up to the station. How many can this transport carry?”

“Twenty is standard,” Urien replied. “We might fit an additional ten.” Ged nodded. “You, me, my son, and my knights makes seven.” “And me,” said Ysira. “Eight.”

Ged would have been a fool not to notice the way everyone assembled took her word as law. He had the sense not to argue. But the tension between the two was a rotten, seething thing, and Jacen prayed they could set it aside long enough to do what must be done. He hadn’t a clue what was going through Ysira’s head, and she still refused to look at him.

Ged told Jacen, “We need telepaths.”

Jacen inclined his head. He’d expected as much.

“What’s her specialization?” Ged pointed at where Nines was hiding. “Can she fight?”

“Not her,” Hesaya snapped. “Leave her out of this. I’ll go. Kheris and I will handle Akkani if she turns up.”

“Fine.” Ged made a cutting gesture. “Sister Ilusha, you put us at eleven.”

Ilusha’s throat bobbed. “An honor. My lord.” “I’ll go,” offered Dacil Var Solai.

“You’re the last demon priest.” Ged looked her up and down. Solai straightened on her throne. “I am.”

“What do you do? I hope it’s more useful than . . . what was his name?”

Ged wasn’t actually asking, but Solai said, “Var Mondral.” She lifted her chin, giving him a better view of her inhuman eyes. “My demon allows me to channel extradimensional energy. I’ll grant you I’m no soldier, but valak are not knights. We are not chosen for our physical strength. I’ll be of use.”

Before Ged could offer another opinion, Hesaya said, “Good. Commanders, select fifteen of your best militiamen.”

Azaharo bowed. Teheda said, “At once, Gatekeeper.”

“I can provide direction aboard the station,” said Urien. “It’s been a couple of decades, but I remember a largely unguarded route through the hydroponics facilities.” At this, a number of people nodded politely. Most only stared until Urien cleared his throat. “If everything on the ground goes according to plan and you follow my directions, you can ambush the archdemons in their residences.”

“First, though, there’s the matter of the Zal Fel base,” said Ysira. “The Gate is underground. We won’t make it up to the spires fast enough to stop any communications from reaching the station.”

“There will be forces waiting at the Gate,” Urien acknowledged. “But the area is heavily restricted, off-limits to most of the base, and so close to the Source, Firstborn communications technology—even within the same structure—is useless. If we neutralize the Gate level quickly enough, we can make certain the rest of the base hears nothing amiss. There’s an old path outside. I estimate a two-hour climb to the spires. You’d be able to enter through one of the upper floors and call a transport to the station with no one the wiser.”

“The Gate is a natural bottleneck,” Ysira pointed out, with a frown. “They would be stupid not to shoot down anyone who walks through it. We have to give them a reason not to.”

For several minutes, they debated this. Then Neri said, “Send me.” Every eye in the hall turned toward him. He said again, “Send me.

They want me alive, and I’ll be going to the station anyway. If I go through the Gate first, they won’t hurt me.”

“I could go with him.” Urien scratched his chin, an odd gesture through his faceplate. “With the right story⁠—”

“He needs to be better protected,” Ysira said. “I’ll go.”

“You will attract too much suspicion,” said Ogden. “After you butchered half their science and security personnel in orbit, there’s no chance they don’t all know your face.”

Ysira seemed to realize he had a point but shook her head. “We can’t risk it.”

“We might be able to,” Jacen argued. “What Urien said—with the right story. What if we send Turil, too?”

It was not the best, nor the safest idea he’d had today. Several people exploded into protests at once.

“You were at the Gate with me, yes?” said Ysira. “When a man exploded in our efforts to prevent Turil from going through?”

“This would be different.” Jacen gestured at Nines, though again she shrank back, horrified to be perceived. “My novitiate figured it out. Turil didn’t use offensive telepathic powers against us, because she can’t. Not with a host who isn’t a telepath. She’s limited by what Seth can do, and if he’s not aware of his surroundings, neither is she.”

If Ged was surprised, he recovered quickly. “Her presence puts us all at risk. We should have destroyed her the moment she was defeated.”

Neri glared at his father. “You’re not killing Seth.”

“Turil wants to speak with us.” Jacen hesitated. “I think we should do it—and attempt an exorcism.”

“Is he drunk again?” muttered one of the knights. Heat crept up Jacen’s neck.

“This sounds like a trap,” Hesaya said coolly.

“It probably is,” Jacen allowed. “But Turil is not the threat she wants us to believe she is. We can defend ourselves.”

He reached, tentative, toward Hesaya’s mind. She recoiled, but then he showed her his plan. The theory he intended to test.

“Three priests to an exorcism,” Hesaya reminded him. “You and I make two. And no—before you even suggest it, we will not attempt to exorcise an archdemon with your half-trained, traumatized novitiate assisting.”

“I can help,” Nines insisted.

Hesaya rubbed her temples. “You’ve observed one exorcism.” “She was able to incapacitate Akkani,” Jacen said. “She’s Sixth Tier.” “Fine—we have two and a half exorcists.”

“She knows the rite.” Jacen pointed at Sister Ilusha, whose face had gone as white as her eyes. “She can assist. This is a chance to find out what Turil knows and what her people might be planning. We don’t know enough. We can’t go in blind.”

For another breath, Hesaya said nothing. Then, to Jacen’s relief, she snapped, “We’ll do it. But I will lead the rite.”

“Is this wise?” Ogden started to say, but Hesaya spoke over him. “We don’t have time to waste. I’d appreciate your presence in case someone needs medical attention, but this is not your area of expertise. It is mine.” She stood from her throne. “I don’t care how much the archdemon can or cannot see. Once we’re in that room, we say nothing that isn’t strictly necessary for the exorcism. Kheris, Nines, Ilusha—with me. Everyone else, to your posts. You have a fortress to defend. And remember: if we fall, so does this world.”


38
ADVERSARY



JACEN

The cell below the library was little more than a pit, with rough stone walls and a sandy floor. Seth slumped forward on his knees, arms outstretched and chained to the walls. A low, sloped ceiling let in a diagonal beam of reddish light, falling like a blade across his chest. Three Disciples, armed with swords and sedatives, watched him from three different angles.

Hesaya ordered them out. She rounded on the small group who’d followed her—those without the good sense to stay away: Ogden, Urien, Ysira, and Neri. Ged and the other knights lurked at a distance, down the hall.

Neri said to Hesaya, “Should I go with you? She might only speak to me.”

“No,” Hesaya said firmly. “You’ll play your part, my lord, but for now, we need you safe.” She glanced at Jacen. “We’re exorcists. The demon will speak to us whether she wishes it or not.”

Ysira made to guide Neri away. He stared hopelessly at Seth, barely acknowledging his mother as he shook away her hand.

Ysira could not conceal her hurt at that. But when she looked at Jacen, her gaze cut like a pair of obsidian daggers. “I hope you know what you’re doing.” She did not wait for a response. “We’ll be outside.”

Jacen crossed the threshold first, with Hesaya. She paused. Jacen told her, “I can lead the rite if you don’t⁠—”

She glared at him so viciously, he stopped talking. “I don’t trust you to be objective about Seth Semira of all subjects.”

He didn’t dare argue with her about that. They entered the prison together, and he let Hesaya take her place at the point of the exorcists’ triangle. Jacen stood opposite a trembling Ilusha as Nines and Ogden filed in behind them.

Urien lingered to tell Ogden, “You don’t have to watch this.” “No,” said Ogden. “I do.”

“Then . . . be careful.” Urien slipped out, and shut the heavy door behind him. With a quiet thunk, someone barred it shut.

Jacen knelt to remove Seth’s gag and earplugs but left the blindfold and manacles as Ogden said, “The sedative should be wearing off.”

“Seth,” Jacen said. “Can you hear me?”

Seth groaned. He turned his head back and forth, as if trying to shake off the blindfold. “I think so. Jace, what’s going on? Why am I in chains?” He tugged at his bound wrists and sucked in an agonized gasp as the metal nudged his stump. Blood seeped through the bandages. “Is it my imagination, or is my right hand gone?”

He sounded like himself, felt like himself, though Hesaya murmured, “Careful.”

“I’m so sorry,” Jacen said. “Yes. It’s gone.”

“Well.” Seth tried to grin and shrug it off but failed. “Shit.” “What’s the last thing you remember?” asked Hesaya.

“I remember the library. I smelled smoke. Ysira . . . Neri . . . Oh, gods. I didn’t hurt them, did I? Why would I have done that?”

“Ysira’s fine,” said Jacen. “You know how hard she is to kill. And Neri is safe. You . . .” He struggled to explain. “You have a demon inside you. One of the gods.”

“We’re going to attempt an exorcism,” Hesaya informed him. “Oh,” Seth said faintly. “I suppose you’d better.”

“I don’t sense anything,” said Ilusha. “You said it wanted to talk.

Why isn’t it talking?”

“I’m not sure.” Hesaya’s eyes never left Seth, scanning him up and down like an inscrutable ancient text. “We’ll start by following the rite—with inquiry.”

“The rite?” Ilusha’s laugh was high-pitched, hysterical. “There’s no Church protocol for this.”

“This rite is far older than the Church of the Black Sun,” said Hesaya. “You’d do well to pay attention, Sister.” She planted her feet at shoulder width, hands clasped behind her back. “This demon is intelligent enough to exploit weaknesses the vermin cannot. We are all vulnerable, so keep your calm. Keep her at a distance. Do not give her a way in.” She surveyed each of them in turn. “Am I understood?”

Ilusha managed to nod, as did Nines. “Let’s get this over with,” said Ogden.

Jacen asked Seth, “Are you ready?” He wanted to say more, but where to begin? One thought resonated, drowning out all the rest: I wish we had more time.

“I can’t hurt anyone else.” Seth looked up at Hesaya. “Please. Do whatever you have to do.”

Solemnly, she inclined her head. “Then let’s begin.”

As an exorcist, Jacen had grappled with scores of demons, and the one thing they all had in common, from the most pathetic vermin to an archdemon like Turil, was arrogance. Perhaps in the latter’s case, it was warranted, but Jacen clung to the hope it would be her downfall.

He joined his mind to his Sisters’ and, as one, the three telepaths reached out.

They were cautious, using each other as anchors lest a strong current pull them under. But only one human mind revealed itself. Only Seth—terror unconstrained, grief, pain, and confusion casting a murky fog over his subconscious.

They delved deeper, and still they found nothing. No trace of a demon. Either this creature truly did not wish to communicate, or . . . it was toying with them.

When Jacen finally sensed something, it was just a glimpse, like the tail of a centipede before it vanished around a shadowed corner. But it was enough. He focused on the presence, grasped it by an appendage, and pulled. Slow and insidious as smoke from a stone, it emerged. A million minuscule tendrils, hooked in to Seth’s brain with impossible subtlety, spidered out toward the invaders.

At the heart of those lay another consciousness, one vast and unknowable as the night sky. It pulsed in the deepest corners of the mind it inhabited, an unwanted stranger lurking in the darkness. Watching. Waiting.

“There you are.” Eyes out of focus, hands poised like a weaver’s, Hesaya shifted to extradimensional communion. “Speak to me.”

A slow smile spread across Seth’s lips.

“Four exorcists?” said a voice that could only be Turil’s. “For me? You shouldn’t have.” Despite the blindfold, the Lady of Pain turned her head toward Jacen. “You tried this before. That didn’t go very well, did it? You crept too close. I got inside your robes and you didn’t even notice.” A low, sinister chuckle. “Telepaths. You’ll check every dusty fold of someone’s grey matter but forget to check your own pockets. Of course, you were rather drunk.”

It was nothing for which Jacen hadn’t already castigated himself. He redoubled his efforts, weaving around the demon’s presence, discovering the shape of her.

“He lied to you.” Turil jerked Seth’s chin down, toward his chest. “Obviously, he cares that you’re not human. He’s nothing if not an adventurous lover, but you?” She clicked his tongue. “Doesn’t help that you’re not much good in bed. Ugh, but that was tedious. You’ve no idea how many times I almost took control just to make it stop.”

Like an idiot novitiate, Jacen faltered. His control slipped. But Hesaya was there to guard his mental boundaries. There was no judgment in her, only sympathy, as she cautioned him again, Careful.

“You really were completely celibate, weren’t you? You actually kept those vows you made to us. How sweet.” Seth turned his head toward Ogden and nodded at the old man. “This one was inexperienced too when I found him.”

Suddenly, Jacen understood why Ogden had not wanted to discuss his past or exactly how he had run afoul of the gods. Ogden’s face was drawn, his posture rigid, as he gritted out the goddess’s name. “Turil.” “Goodness, you’ve aged.” Seth wrinkled his nose. “How are you not dead yet? You can’t have long left.”

“I plan to outlive you,” said Ogden. “That’s enough.”

“Did the rest of you know he fucked me?” Behind the blindfold, Seth’s eyebrows went up. “My kind don’t often copulate with yours. We find it a bit grotesque, like fucking a dog would be for you. But the poor boy thought I cared.” Seth smirked. “Sometimes, the grotesque is an entertaining diversion, with some interesting genetic possibilities worth exploring.”

“Tell me what that means,” Ogden croaked.

“Hmm.” Seth licked his lips. “Did you know you have a daughter? I made her from your seed after I cut off your cock. She’s even alive, in a sense—for now. She has your species’ wonderful bone density, radiation resistance, metabolism . . . even a pretty face like you used to. Once I’m through with this host, I’ll need a new one.”

Ogden lunged at Seth. He was shouting now, near-incoherent with rage, metal fingers closing around Seth’s neck. Nines dashed forward to help Jacen pull him off. Their eyes met, united in shock, as they dragged the old man away and found him trembling.

“Stay back!” Hesaya cried.

Seth was coughing, struggling for air, but wheezed out a laugh. “We need to stop this,” said Ilusha. “Don’t you see, it wants us

to try⁠—”

“Quiet.” Sweat beaded on Hesaya’s shaved head.

“Poor little Sionann,” Turil said hoarsely, to Ilusha. “Always last in your cohort. You thought you might at least line your pockets, taking Guild bribes, but what you really wanted was respect. You’ll never have it. These people don’t care if you die here. You’re as disposable to them as you are to everyone else.”

Ilusha shuddered and slipped. Jacen slipped with her, as if suddenly both their minds scrambled on rain-slicked glass.

“Do not let her in!” Hesaya clenched her fists. She wove her net of control tighter, fighting to compensate for the lapse. “Focus.”

But as Jacen fell toward the core of the demon’s mind, much closer than he’d intended, he found something he had never encountered before: a hair-thin tether, extending beyond the demon, beyond Seth, somewhere . . . else. Another presence. It lurked impossibly far away, but it too was aware. The others didn’t seem to notice it at all.

It was growing stronger. Jacen felt along it, like searching for a pulse beneath the skin.

“You’re no better, Sister Jinaan.” The Lady of Pain addressed Hesaya. “Eneva wouldn’t even let you attempt the Trial of the Gate, and you expect to be Gatekeeper? She never wanted you for a successor; you’re more Telu than Zal.” Turil wheezed another laugh. “Pity you’re all worthless. So much ugly history on this world. You know a mere fraction of it—the blood, the horror . . . Is it any wonder we intervened?”

Hesaya’s face contorted. “We were never children to be disciplined from above, you fucking parasite.”

Her rage was real, the strain on her mind apparent. Blood trickled from her nose. But any weakness was feigned. Jacen had worked with her long enough to know she sensed what he was doing—and left herself vulnerable to buy him time.

The goddess’s consciousness radiated out from Seth, vivid enough to eclipse it. But that greater presence loomed behind, and now Jacen could almost see it. Something about it was strangely familiar. He followed the tether as it continued to strengthen, deeper than he’d ever dared go.

Jacen gave himself over to his extradimensional senses, leaving his physical form behind, seeing the fabric of reality as creatures of the Source could. Time and distance ceased to exist, and he found what lay beyond the tether.

He glimpsed a stark grey chamber with a vaulted ceiling. A pale man—or something that resembled one—sat with his legs crossed, eyes closed, beside a window to the stars.

The being did not stir. He seemed to be in a deep slumber, his only sign of life the slow rise and fall of his chest. Jacen sensed another presence close by. He could not see this one, nor had he perceived it from within Seth’s mind. But the presence resembled Turil’s enough that Jacen knew who it must be: Ileth, Lady of Despair.

Two gods, opening a channel to the third. Turil was having some difficulty, still sluggish from sedative and under assault from three telepaths, but she was close.

To what end?

The man—who could be none other than Tharanoth, Lord of Hunger—had a presence of exceptional, remarkable clarity. His eyes remained closed; he was as detached from his physical surroundings as Jacen.

Tharanoth tilted his head. A curious gesture, as though he had seen something that, just for an instant, gave him pause—perhaps the strange familiar thing which Jacen, too, had sensed. The Lord of Hunger smiled, broad and white. Pointed canines gleamed in the glow of the stars.

Then the channel opened—from his mind to Turil’s, from the orbital station all the way to the depths of Mount Otavok. A telepathic range so immense, it shouldn’t have been possible.

Jacen had seen all he needed to. He wrenched his consciousness away. His heart slammed against his ribs as he found himself back in his body and heard Turil pronounce, “I am indulging your pathetic attempts for one reason and one reason alone: to offer an ultimatum. For every hour Neri Semira is not in our possession, we will kill one hundred in Zivora. Bring him to us or face our wrath. Let us demonstrate.”

A scream echoed from the hall. A crack of splitting bone, and a wet splatter. More screams.

Ilusha whimpered, but Hesaya’s resolve never faltered. “Hold your ground.”

“We have just killed one hundred,” said Turil. “In one hour, we will kill a hundred more. Rich, poor, Guard, civilians, adults, children . . . We will not discriminate. We have you surrounded. We are waiting. You will release this host, and you will bring the boy to us. If he dares try to unleash Naxal’s power against us, we will level your habitable zones from orbit, one by one. Even your infantile god cannot be everywhere at once. He cannot protect you all. Tell him that the choice is his.”

“Monster,” Hesaya spat. She reached out a hand. “I will excise you, worm.”

“No,” Ilusha gasped. Her consciousness dropped away as she staggered back toward Nines and Ogden, hands over her ears. “They’ll kill us all!” She pounded on the door. “Let us out!”

Like a titanic dust storm, the goddess’s presence surged. It shouldn’t have been possible. Seth was not a telepath, this wasn’t possible, and Jacen was not prepared to counter it.

Without Ilusha’s support to stem the tide, Hesaya and Jacen were shoved under. Turil’s consciousness drowned out all else. Waves of air and light rippled through Jacen’s head. All he could do was hold on, clinging to his sanity, a rock in an onslaught of wind and sand with infinite time to destroy him.

Then, there was Nines. She slipped into the space where Ilusha had been—uncertain but strong enough for two. Jacen scrambled for purchase and found it.

“Fools,” hissed Turil. The presence receded.

Jacen was doubled over, panting, blood streaming over his lips. Nines knelt across from him in a similar state. He lifted a hand to stem the flow from his nose and met Hesaya’s gaze.

“Jacen,” she rasped. “We made a— We made—” Whatever she meant to say next was lost in an unintelligible slur. The left side of her face drooped. When she tried to step toward him, she stumbled. Jacen caught her as she began to seize, blood trickling from her nostrils.

“Help!” Jacen shouted at Ogden. Though visibly shaken, the healer was already running their way.

“A stroke,” he muttered. “I’ll do everything I⁠—”

Ogden stopped mid-sentence. His eyes bulged. Sudden, uncharacteristic panic flared out from him. It was a scream for help from a man who could no longer speak—as if something had seized control of him from within.

Nines whispered, “She’s still here.”

Ogden’s breath came in short, strangled gasps, then stopped. He fell, clawing at his throat, his face a rictus of horror. His hands stiffened into unnatural contortions, battling in vain against an intangible force.

Jacen launched his mind at Ogden’s and found it barred to him, overwhelmed by that alien presence. It burrowed into the heart of Ogden’s vital functions, ripping them apart, devouring him from the inside with personal, gleeful cruelty. Jacen was too slow. He couldn’t stop it. He could only watch Ogden die, beating in helpless rage at the prison walls Turil made of his own mind.

Seth turned his sightless face toward Nines, still on her knees in shock. “Ninety-Nine. Syl Inissa.” He licked his lips, as though tasting every syllable. “I’ll save you the trouble of a long trip south: your family thinks you’re better off dead. I know this because I personally designed the social engineering programs we employ in the peninsula. When your parents discovered what you were, they would have called you a monster. They probably begged the Church to take you.” Seth’s laugh chilled Jacen to the bone. “You belong to us. You always will. You thought your gods weak, and you were wrong.”

Nines’ chest rose and fell, too quick. Her eyes were too wide. Jacen ripped himself back from Ogden’s dying mind—too late, it was too late—and threw everything he had into shielding Nines.

He left himself unguarded as Turil said, “Your teacher believed in you. He might be the only one who ever has. Now you can watch him die and know it was your fault.”

A psychic dagger plunged into Jacen’s brain. In twenty years of exorcisms, he had never experienced an attack like this. He clutched his temples in agony. A scream tore from his throat.

Someone finally shoved open the door, hard enough that it cracked against the stone wall. Ysira and several others barged into the cell,

shouting, arguing. They stopped in their tracks. Shock radiated out from their vulnerable minds.

“Sedative!” Jacen gasped. It was all he could do to shield his own vital functions. “Now!”

Ysira snatched a syringe from a slack-postured Disciple. She sprinted to Seth, skidding in the sand, and jammed the plunger into the side of his neck. She replaced his earplugs and gag without hesitation. Seconds passed. It might as well have been an eternity. Slowly, too slowly, Jacen’s head cleared. He was on all fours, sand between his fingers, in his hair. Tiny grains gritted between his teeth, mixing with the taste of blood. But he could breathe again. The presence had vanished.

“Nines,” he choked out.

She’d been knocked flat on her back. She levered herself up on trembling hands. She tried to speak, lips forming shapes that might have meant I’m fine, but her face was soaked with tears.

Hesaya was still seizing. Disciples swarmed around her and carried her out. Maybe they could stabilize her. Maybe she had a chance. Ogden, though . . . The old man lay very still. Jacen scrambled to his side.

Another consciousness slammed against his. Jacen flinched, panic constricting his chest, but—this one, he knew. It meant him no harm.

He saw a metal cube, clenched tight in a gloved hand. Ogden’s final words burned across his mind. They left an echo, a scorching afterimage against the back of Jacen’s eyelids:

NO HALF MEASURES.
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Through a haze of shock, Jacen made himself nod. It might have been the last thing Ogden ever saw.

Seconds later, Ysira reached the old man and felt his neck for a pulse. With a wrenching look, she locked Jacen’s gaze. For a moment, neither could speak.

When Ysira finally managed, each word had a weight to it, as though it caused her pain. “Did you get what you needed?”

Jacen understood. He said quietly, “Yes.”

Ysira reached over Ogden’s body to grip Jacen’s wrist, tight enough to bruise. Her voice broke as she whispered, “Do not let this be in vain.”

More people clogged the entrance. Urien fought his way to the front, stumbling in the sand beside Ogden. He made no sound as he reached for his friend. He seemed as if he might rip off his armor, to the void with the consequences, just to hold Ogden’s still, glassy-eyed face with his bare hands.

Neri stood on the threshold. Behind him, a body lay on the ground. One of the knights? It was difficult to tell. He no longer had a head, the contents of his skull splattered across the floor. Neri’s black tunic was wet with gore, but he could only stare, frozen in horror, at Ogden.

Jacen stood and grabbed the nearest Disciple by the arm. “What happened?”

“Consecration marker,” the man stammered. “Under the scar. Squirmed under his skin like a worm, up his arm—” He had to stop. “Must’ve ripped right through him. Then his head—” He gestured helplessly at the mess.

Turil said they would kill one hundred every hour. This must be how.

Jacen was lightheaded, nauseous as he’d been as a drunk. He probably looked half-mad. He almost envied the Disciples their veils. He stormed out of the cell, whipping his head back and forth until he found Ged Semira.

“I know Ogden told you about the trackers,” Jacen spat. “Why the fuck didn’t you tell your knights to remove⁠—”

But Ged was leaning against the wall, clutching his bloody forearm. “The enemy already knew our location,” he said through clenched teeth. “Didn’t see the point in mutilating ourselves before a battle. And how were we supposed to know—” He took a breath. Though he tried to hide it, he too was shaken. “Fucking thing’s out now.”

“Leave it here,” Jacen told him. “Tell the others to do the same. It might add to the impression we’re staying here, conceal our real plan.” “You didn’t give it all up, did you?” Ged demanded of him. “What happened in there?”

“The gods know nothing of the plan,” Jacen snapped. He prayed this was true. It had to be. “But Hesaya had a stroke. Ogden’s dead.”

“So, that was a waste,” Ged said. “And we lost another telepath.”

Jacen shook his head. “It wasn’t a waste.” Ged didn’t appear to believe him, but he was not the one who needed to.

Jacen turned to Neri, still motionless on the prison threshold. No time to wonder how much he’d overheard. Jacen bowed his head. “Var Naxal.”

Neri said quietly, “To Zal Fel.”

“You heard him,” Ged roared, much louder. “To the Gate!”

Jacen ushered them onward. As Disciples tried to carry out Ogden’s corpse, Jacen called, “Leave him. We’ll bury our dead when we’ve won.” He nodded to them and to the others who remained to guard Seth. “All of you, go. It’s not safe for you here.”

The Disciples didn’t need telling twice. They obeyed Jacen without question.

Only Nines remained, on her knees near Ogden’s body, arms wrapped tight around herself. Behind them, Seth hung limp in his chains. It made Jacen’s heart seize to look at him, so he tried not to.

“I’m sorry.” Tears still coursed down Nines’ cheeks. “I thought she wouldn’t be a threat in Seth’s body. I was wrong.”

“No.” Jacen knelt across from her. “You weren’t.”

“But she used offensive telepathic powers. She—she killed⁠—”

“Turil did nothing,” said Jacen. “Not alone. She was the conduit for Tharanoth’s power.” He spoke quickly, laying it out as he’d seen it. “Turil is largely powerless inside Seth—you were right about that—but Tharanoth’s host is still a telepath. Ileth’s, too. The two of them forged a channel to Turil, wielding their combined power—that’s why it was so strong. Turil was just an anchor, showing them where to target.” Whether that link was some inherent property of archdemons or something unique to the Six gods, Jacen wasn’t certain. But he knew this much: “She could reach out to them from Seth but only to them.” He paused, giving Nines time to process. “While Tharanoth and Ileth do this, it’s as if they’re in a trance. I saw them. They’re pinned down.”

Nines’ lips parted. Her eyes narrowed.

“If we can bait them into doing that again,” Jacen said, “our warriors on the station might complete their mission without interference. They could get Neri close enough to finish this without a fight. Now that we know the other gods can use their powers through Turil, we can plan accordingly and defend ourselves.”

“You want to do another exorcism?”

“Not exactly.” Jacen hesitated. “I think I can find that tether again. It lets me speak directly to Tharanoth. I don’t have to beat them—I only have to keep them in that trance long enough for Neri to beat them.”

Nines stared at him. “You need me. That’s why you’re telling me this.” “I’m so sorry, but after Hesaya⁠—”

“I’m all that’s left.”

“Yes,” Jacen said, even as guilt ate at him. He glanced back at Seth. “We’ll have to bring him through the Gate first, with Urien, Neri, and me. Urien is Firstborn, so his people will trust him more readily, and . . . this wouldn’t be the first time I’ve betrayed my own. You’re my novitiate. We’ll say I persuaded you.”

“I’m not a good liar,” Nines stammered.

“You don’t have to be,” said Jacen. “I’ll do the talking. You focus on nothing but keeping Seth sedated. Monitor his mind, make sure he stays oblivious to his surroundings. I think Turil needs time to contact Tharanoth and Ileth. She also needs her host to be clearheaded and focused—or else she would have used their power during the fight at the Gate, or contacted them while Seth was unconscious. If she can’t reach the other gods, she can’t warn them.”

But Nines was terrified, so he added, “These parasites . . . they depend on their hosts for everything. We can beat them. You were right, and what happened here was not your fault.”

Nines stared at the sand as though she meant to count every grain. “I don’t want to hurt anyone again. Not even someone like Mother Akkani.”

“I won’t ask you to fight,” Jacen said. “You have my word.” “All right.” Nines bit her lip. “I’ll help.”

Jacen stood and offered her a hand. She took it. But as he pulled her to her feet, she asked, “How did you figure this out?” She hesitated. “I think I’m stronger than you. And I didn’t sense anything like you described.”

“Right.” Jacen blew out a breath. “You’re not . . . incorrect. But I have twenty years of experience on you. Some things, I’ve just learned to notice.”

It was one of the worst lies he’d ever told. Nines seemed almost insulted.

“Hesaya didn’t notice, either,” she pointed out.

Did Jacen want to admit this out loud, to anyone? Of course not. But he was asking something terrible of Nines, which might well cost her life. He owed her nothing less than the truth.

And perhaps a part of him needed to say it, to hear the terrible truth aloud and make it real, so that—somehow—he might begin to make sense of it.

“I found something familiar,” Jacen admitted. “The psychic tether that opened the channel . . . I knew it when I saw it. I’d heard this sort of connection described but never thought I would . . .” He trailed off, shook his head.

Nines watched him, expectation tinged with dread.

“I think—” Jacen sniffed, wiped blood from under his nose. Hands in his robes, he looked past Nines at nothing in particular. “I think Tharanoth is my father.”

Jacen Kheris was, after all, an uncommonly gifted telepath. He’d been told that all his life and never thought twice about it. He had assumed it was because the gods favored him. Because he was special. After a lifetime of wondering where he came from, now that he finally knew, he wanted to forget. More than anything, he wanted to drink, to drown it all out once more.

Nines cocked her head, as though to examine him from a different angle. She finally said, “When I first saw you, I just thought you were Dalish.”

Despite himself, Jacen barked out a laugh. “That’s what the Church hoped everyone would assume.”

Back in that cell below the Cathedral, Akkani had told Jacen she was the one who found him. She must have known and chose to spare him as a child. Was he the first, or had there been others? Had he appeared any less human, would he have been allowed to live?

With a shudder, he banished the questions from his mind. He did not have the time, and he didn’t want to know.

“I would appreciate,” he said to Nines, “if you didn’t share that with anyone.”

“I won’t,” she assured him. Then her face contorted, and she looked like she might cry again. “Turil said my parents hated me, too.”

“She didn’t sound like she knew for sure,” Jacen said gently. “I doubt she pays close attention to every individual in the peninsula.”

The emotion that overtook Nines, though, was not grief. Not anxiety. For the first time, it was anger. Nines said, “She told me I’d always belong to the gods. She was wrong. I won’t be what they tried to make me.” Her eyes flicked up toward the ceiling, toward the library and whatever commotion transpired outside. “I won’t be anyone’s weapon. Not the Church’s, not Naxal’s”—she shuddered—“and not even yours. I won’t be a part of anything like that again.”

Her gaze bored through Jacen as she spoke into his mind, where one could not lie. They won’t do this to anyone else.

Jacen gave her a single nod. We’ll stop them.

She returned his nod, not exactly trusting, but determined. She followed the others upstairs.

Jacen lingered over Ogden’s body. When he was alone, he crouched and rifled through the old man’s robes. His fingers closed around a cold metal cube.

Even as he tried to bury them, the dead man’s words still echoed in his mind.

His skin prickled when he touched the cube, with an almost-physical aversion. He would not use it. He would not. But neither could he justify going into battle without it—if not as a weapon, as a bargaining chip.

Jacen forced himself to forget the potential consequences long enough to slip the cube into his own pocket. Though he did not yet know—did not quite dare imagine—that to which he spoke, he murmured a prayer.

He schooled his breathing into a steady pattern, steeled himself, and departed.
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YSIRA

Ysira’s childhood home had burned to the ground when she was eight years old. Both her parents died that day, but her most vivid memory was of a Guardsman who’d pulled her from the rubble. When no one could overhear, he had spoken soothingly to her in Zal. In those days, when the language still came to her as easily as breathing, she understood his quiet prayer:

“A drop of water springs from the Source. It travels the deepriver to the ocean. It is only water. It is always water.”

Ysira still often heard it whispered over the sick and dying. Death, the Zal said, was an illusion. The nature of a soul might be unknowable, but it never changed. Whatever they were now, so they would always be.

She had found the thought a pleasant one. But she had also never suffered any great loss. She barely remembered her mother, she’d despised her father, and she had not mourned either of them. A part of her had long believed that by keeping the world at a distance, by loving no one and thus losing nothing, she might come through life unscathed. When had that changed? If only she could pinpoint the moment, whatever gods-forsaken moment in which she had decided to care, maybe she could undo it. Because now grief tore a hole in her, and she was not prepared.

Iyelekirin stirred, as though perplexed by its inability to address Ysira’s pain. The demon could heal injury, poison, and disease, more quickly and efficiently with each new trauma, but it had learned nothing of this.

All Ysira could do was prepare for battle and remember what she had promised Ogden. He would never again see the stars, but he might yet have his vengeance. For all the parasite gods had done, Ysira would make them suffer.

She arrived at the Otavok temple, dressed in dark armor like Mondral’s and Solai’s, with a hard but flexible collar that stretched up to protect her brainstem. Neri stood before the Gate, surrounded by knights, Disciples, and militiamen. He wore only a fresh black tunic. No one had been able to locate armor in his size, and he would not have been strong enough to run in it, besides. Ged loomed over him, giving Ysira little choice but to avoid them both.

She didn’t know what she would have said to Neri, anyway. Nothing about the task ahead had changed. But she had hoped, perhaps, to hold him. To say goodbye. When it came to Neri, Ysira could not distinguish love from grief.

She passed by Commander Azaharo orienting the knights to the Shrouded City’s arsenal of Firstborn weapons. The towering woman produced a metal ball the size of her fist, then something that looked like two oblong cylinders fused together at a right angle. Ysira had seen similar devices on the station.

“These are plasma weapons,” Azaharo said. “Seeing as we’re no longer concerned about exposure, we can take advantage. I don’t expect any of you to be proficient, but they’ll help buy you time to get in close, where our size and strength give us the decisive advantage.”

Nines, meanwhile, was listening intently as Urien held up a syringe, showing her how to use it. Beside them, Seth stood with his hands bound. He moved sluggishly, blind and deaf to the outside world, sedation titrated just light enough that—with a bit of psychic nudging from Nines—he could walk.

“Nines will administer regular doses, keep Seth moving and Turil oblivious,” Jacen said as he approached Ysira’s side. “They’ll go with Urien to the communications center inside the tower and secure the Gate level. No one enters. No one leaves.” He paused. “I’ll keep eyes off Neri long enough for him to cross through the Gate and signal the rest of you to come through. We’ll clear the level together. Then Ged will take his team to Zivora, lock the white room, and shut down the tracking mechanism. We’ll all meet atop the spires, then Urien will pilot the transport to the station.”

Jacen fell silent as they both did the math. It had been at least an hour since Turil’s ultimatum—since the unfortunate knight had been killed by his tracking device and scores of others presumably died the same way. Another hour or two would pass before Ged reached the White Cathedral. At least three hundred dead.

Ysira nodded in Seth’s direction. “You’re sure Nines can handle this?” “I trust her,” said Jacen. “Urien thinks we have enough sedative to keep Seth incapacitated for several hours.” His mouth tightened. “I hate doing this to him.”

Before Ysira could respond, a Disciple approached. He bowed. “Var Naktis. It’s time.”

He carried an ornate box carved of something that wasn’t quite stone. Even from several feet away, Ysira felt the pulse and buzz of dozens of creatures trapped inside.

The Disciple set the box on a pedestal and opened it to reveal a stack of long, thin tubes made of the same not-stone. He passed them one by one to the knights and militiamen who would travel through the Gate. Most held the tubes like they were rattlesnake eggs.

“Before you walk through,” said the Disciple, his voice echoing, “you twist open the tube.” He mimed the action. “Like so. You hold it against your skin—it will be uncomfortable, but do not drop it—and step through with haste. Be wary, and have respect. To step through the Source is to step across the mind of the divine.”

Jacen examined his tube. As something audibly slithered within, he shuddered.

“However it feels,” Ysira told him quietly, “I promise it won’t be as bad as having one crawl inside your ear.”

He looked at her in alarm. She tapped the back of her head and nodded grimly. Jacen gave a short, nervous laugh.

Another Disciple produced an obsidian bowl—and a steel knife.

These, she held out to Ysira. “Let them see.” Ysira frowned at her, not understanding.

“They’ve seen Var Naxal’s power,” the Disciple clarified. “Now let them see yours. Anoint them as they go into battle.”

Ysira hesitated. But . . . to the void with it. She held out her forearm and let the disciple make a deep cut. She hardly felt it; she didn’t even feel like solid flesh and bone. As the woman held the cut open, letting red blood drip into the bowl, Ysira might as well have been no one and nowhere at all.

She held her arm high, let all assembled watch the wound knit shut. A murmur echoed through the temple and grew into a shout—“Sun et nath!”—as the Disciple anointed the warriors of Otavok. With Ysira’s blood, she painted Naxal’s inverted triangular spiral on every face.

Asal Isebin, they called her. Mother of God.

Saraida accepted the symbol. Two of the knights followed her lead. Through it all, Ysira held Ged’s gaze until he looked away. Vindictive pride burned in her chest, even as it ached with grief and fear, even as she thought she might vomit, even as she reminded herself, You did this, you wanted this.

These people believed. She’d made sure of that, and now she knew this reverent awe for what it was: a cage. She felt its bars snap shut around her future and Neri’s.

All that remained was the Gate.

Nines, Seth, and Urien were already in position. Neri took his place behind them, and Jacen began to follow.

Then Ysira said, “Jacen.”

He froze at the sound of his first name. She’d never used it to address him before. She lifted her chin toward Neri. “Protect him.” Despite her best efforts, the barest hint of a tremor entered her voice. There was no time to say everything she wanted to, so she only said, “Please.”

Jacen bowed his head. “With my life.” They clasped forearms. His thumb brushed over her smooth olive skin, where moments before had been a gaping wound. She saw in him something akin to what she’d glimpsed at the baths—not quite passion, not quite fear. Deeper than both.

Urien stepped through the Gate. Nines and Seth followed. Neri looked back, just for a heartbeat. When his eyes met Ysira’s, he shook his head.

But those were not the eyes of a god. They were the eyes of an eleven-year-old boy, a terrified child. Her child. And then⁠—

He was gone.

“Ysira.” Jacen had not let go of her arm, and she gripped his in turn, harder. Concern colored his tone. “Are you all right?”

No. She was not. But how could she explain that to him now? The way she was questioning every choice she’d ever made, every word she’d ever uttered, every creed she’d ever believed or disavowed.

She could not say I changed my mind. I want to go back. I was wrong.

I was wrong.

She could not. Because she saw the hope on his face, and the resolve, and knew that too much depended on Jacen Kheris. He was as vulnerable as he was powerful, a desperate addict in search of absolution, and she had seen in him the perfect instrument.

Don’t lose control. It was one of the last things Ogden had said to Ysira, and she owed that to him. She had set out to tear the old world up by its roots and build a new one, and that was a task with which she trusted no one but herself.

She could not break her prophet’s faith. She had no choice but to wield it, fan its flames, and hope it consumed only their enemies.

Instead of speaking, Ysira took Jacen by the shoulder and pressed her lips to his. First he was tense, but then he leaned in to her, cupping her face as he deepened the kiss.

They broke apart. He stroked her cheek. Breathless, he vowed, “Tomorrow, the sun will rise without a shadow.”

Jacen opened his tube and something like a grey-green beetle scuttled up his arm. He looked back at Ysira once more.

His face was radiant, beatific, as he stepped through the Gate.
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JACEN

In the old Zal religion, god was a concept too vast to be embodied in a singular entity. Their word was Asal, and it encompassed three aspects: the Source—creation. The demon—destruction. The host—balance. To step through the Source was to step across the mind of the divine, traversing space and time as easily as a thought.

Jacen had read the words before, gleaned from forbidden texts he’d perused behind Brother Marez’s back, but as he walked through the Gate, he finally understood.

He barely felt the lesser demon’s appendages dig into him before it fell away. He saw stars and the space between them. Beings with too many eyes, all watching him. He knew their language but moved too quickly to understand what they said. When he emerged on the other side, the taste of Ysira’s lips still lingered on his tongue.

His head spun. He couldn’t focus, there in the presence of pure extradimensional energy, so concentrated, it was visible to the naked eye. This was Zal Fel—the center of the network, the very heartbeat of the canyon. The uneven stone vibrated with a low, bone-shuddering thrum. It pulsed through Jacen’s consciousness, unrelenting as the desert heat.

The next thing he noticed was the light. He had to shield his eyes.

After the Otavok temple’s dim-lit interior, it was blinding.

Soldiers of the Firstborn Empire surrounded them. They numbered at least a dozen, wearing suits and masks that obscured their features—a mercy. Jacen did not want to look too closely at any more of these strangers who were his kin, or to recognize pieces of himself in their faces before he condemned them to death.

They clutched their weapons, all pointed at the Gate. Jacen held his breath. Nines shivered anxiously beside him. Neri was unsteady on his feet, disoriented and clutching his head.

“That’s him,” said a soldier. “Don’t shoot.”

Though the Gate made it difficult, Jacen scanned the vicinity. He found scattered others out of sight, buzzing with anticipation, weapons at the ready.

“You. Firstborn.” Another soldier, who appeared to be in command, addressed Urien. “What’s your clearance?”

“I am a vassal of the great house Manengol,” Urien said smoothly. “I have been positioned undercover with the Zal insurgency for the last thirty years. I’ve broken my cover to bring back vital intelligence, and⁠—”

“How did you get through the Gate?” the commander demanded.

Seth vomited. Unsuccessfully, Neri tried to stop him from stumbling to his knees. Several weapons clicked, raised higher.

“Don’t shoot!” Urien pointed at Seth, careful not to move too suddenly. “This is Lady Turil’s current host. Her presence has not agreed with him, especially since one of our captors attempted excision. I’m escorting her to the station before he expires.” He gestured at Neri. “The boy is his nephew. He will not use his demon’s power against you. We’re unarmed.”

Neri, still trying to haul Seth to his feet, nodded rapidly. “I’m cooperating.”

“Who’s this?” The commander pointed his weapon at Jacen, then Nines.

“Agents of the Church,” said Urien. “They provided us with keys and facilitated our escape through the Gate.”

The commander didn’t budge. “Talk fast. Make it good.”

“Test him.” Urien nodded at Jacen. “You’ll see his genetic profile corresponds to that of a great house. I’ve shared this information with him. He’s motivated to help us.” A meaningful pause. “You would be wise to let us pass, unless you’d like me to inform my lady of your obstruction when she’s well again. She will not take kindly to this delay.” “I serve the gods,” Jacen said. The words still came to him too easily. “This is not the first time I’ve turned in a false prophet. And I am a scion of House Eregost.”

“Are you, now?” The commander barked out a laugh. “Not much family resemblance.” But the tension in his posture had evolved into something more cautious, almost wary.

“I need to make contact with my handlers on the station and summon a transport,” Urien said. “Direct me to the communications center.” He looked around. “It’s been far too long since I’ve been among civilized people. Even in a cesspit like this.” His lip curled as he said it, and this seemed to relax the soldiers.

After an interminable delay, the commander signaled a squad of four. “Take them up. Get them into comms range and make some calls, make sure this story checks out. Keep your eyes on the kid, weapons ready. The rest of you, stay on guard. Assume this is a trap. Next thing that comes through the Gate, whatever it is, you open fire.”

The way he spoke was so ordinary. If Jacen hadn’t known better, he might have mistaken these soldiers for short-statured Zivorans with odd accents. He should not have been so surprised, considering the same could be said of Urien, but part of him hadn’t wanted to believe it. Perhaps if they were all monsters, it would be easier to understand what they’d done.

Jacen helped Neri get Seth up, then beckoned to Nines—still terrified but holding steady. The soldiers escorted them down the hall. From Turil, Jacen sensed nothing.

They entered a small circular chamber that seemed to be made of glass. Jacen peered up through the transparent ceiling to a sort of rough-hewn vertical tube in the sandstone, rigged with cables stretching up farther than the eye could see.

An elevator? Indeed, the chamber shot upward, much faster than the one at Otavok. It was a wonder Jacen managed not to shout. He clung to the metal handrail as they rose, the Gate’s presence beneath them receding. Still, the whole fortress resonated with its energy.

When they stopped and the door scrolled open, they were nowhere near the top of the tower. Judging by the lack of windows, they were still underground. Jacen scanned the vicinity and found two presences waiting around the corner. Four more in the space beyond.

Too many witnesses. He had to act now. He noted a utility knife at the commander’s hip—something he knew how to use, though his heart had begun to pound.

He said, “This isn’t the communications center.”

“Correct,” said the commander. “This is the holding block, where you’ll remain until we’ve made contact with our forces at Otavok. Be honored I’m not having you thrown in the deepriver pits.” When Urien began to protest, he said, “Our lords will forgive an excess of caution and even a minor indignity. They will not forgive carelessness.”

He unclipped a slim metal device from his belt and lifted it to his lips, like he meant to speak into it.

“You don’t want to do that,” Jacen told him. He imbued his words with the tiniest of psychic nudges, not enough for most to perceive.

“You’re right.” The commander’s voice had gone faint, his manner disoriented. He put away the device.

His fellows noticed. Jacen should have anticipated that, considering theirs was a society ruled by telepaths who exercised no restraint.

One soldier focused on Jacen, putting it together. “Wait a min⁠—”

Jacen advanced on the still-disoriented commander, seized the knife from his belt, and jammed it up under his mask. He wrenched it out, red blood spurting against his fingers, and did the same to one more before the others could even get their weapons up. Urien fumbled with the wall panel. The elevator doors scrolled shut, trapping them all inside.

Jacen had been told the Firstborn, in close combat, would be no match for him. He hadn’t truly believed it until now. He was sloppy, a poor excuse for a warrior, but technique that would have gotten him killed against the likes of Seth or Ysira proved too much for these opponents.

A thrum sounded from behind him, followed by a flash of yellow light. The fourth soldier dropped. Jacen turned to see Urien holding a weapon taken from one of the dead. He held it with both hands, trembling as he lowered it.

The last soldier had the sense to drop his weapon and put his hands in the air. Jacen had hoped for this. A man who surrendered tended to lack the conviction of his peers who fought to the death; he would be easier to compel.

Jacen seized the soldier by the neck and pressed two fingers to his face, forcing him to meet his eyes. “You never saw me.” He pushed the words deep into the man’s defenseless, all-too human mind and made them true. “You never saw the boy. Your comrades are downstairs with the rest. It’s only the host, the girl, and the spy here.” He pointed at Seth, then Nines, then Urien. “They came through the Gate to negotiate a trade—a goddess for the right to keep Neri Semira. Now tell me what you’re going to do.”

“I’m going to help the spy call a transport,” the man said dully. “So that Lady Turil might be returned to a more suitable vessel.” He paused. “It’s my honor to serve.”

Jacen let himself breathe again. Tentatively, he reached out to Nines. Everything all right?

Fine, she said. Neri seemed to have heard too and nodded, albeit somewhat frantically. Jacen told Urien, “Take us back down.”

They’d kept the mess to a minimum, confined to the elevator, and were able to do a fair-enough job of cleaning it up. Jacen compelled the surviving soldier to help them drag the bodies to an unfinished room nearby—unlit, unhewn stone, an untouched part of the original ruin.

When that was done, Urien said, “Wait here. We shouldn’t be long.” He glanced at Nines. “She’ll reach out when I’ve disabled the alarm system.”

He guided Seth and the dazed soldier back to the elevator, Nines silently following. If all went according to plan, word would not reach the orbital station—or Otavok—of anything that transpired in this fortress.

Turil wasn’t stupid, of course. She would expect them to be plotting. She would sense from inside Seth’s body that something had changed and might even guess she had traveled through the Source. But she couldn’t know where Neri was, nor would she be able to do anything about it from beneath the sedative haze.

Jacen was determined to keep it that way. He gestured inside the dark room and muttered to Neri, “We should stay hidden.”

“With the bodies?” Neri looked like he might be sick.

“If anyone stumbles on them, we have to know about it.”

They posted up against the wall, out of sight of anyone who might walk past. In the interest of stealth, Jacen spoke into Neri’s mind: There are eighteen surrounding the Gate. He hesitated as Neri hugged his knees, stubbornly staring anywhere but at the corpses. Do you remember the plan?

Neri recited, We go back to the Gate area. Urien locks the exits and shuts off all the lights. The Firstborn can’t see in the dark. You nudge as many minds as you can and distract them while I run through the Gate and get the others from Otavok.

More gently, Jacen asked, Can you handle this?

Instead of answering, Neri said, You should stay as far away from me as possible. If something goes wrong and they shoot at me, Naxal might just . . . react. He added, as though he expected to be chastised, I know I have to save my energy, can’t make myself too sick before we get to the station. I’m getting better at controlling it.

That’s not what I meant, said Jacen.

I have to. I know how many must be dead by now in Zivora. I saw what happened to Ogden. I know what happened to Ysira and what’s happening to Seth. Neri’s breath hitched. I hear the voices in my mind, millions of them, everything whispered to the thing in the desert over the last five hundred years. I . . . I feel it all. And I saw what’s on that station. We’re not people to them. This won’t end today.

The truth hung between them, larger than worlds. Jacen could not fathom this responsibility, the unbearable weight of what Neri must be. It was a wonder it didn’t crush him to dust.

I know this would be easier if I integrated. The boy hugged his knees tighter. Ysira wants me to. She won’t say it, but she does.

We can win without that. Jacen attempted to reassure Neri, but it didn’t work. He hesitated. Everything your mother’s done, she’s done it to protect you.

Is that what you’re doing, too? Protecting me? Neri shifted his weight. I’m sorry. I just . . . There are things she doesn’t understand. She’s not a telepath, and . . . she doesn’t want to. I told her I can control this, but . . . A shudder ran through him. I need your help.

Of course, Jacen said without hesitation. I’ll help you control it. I’d be honored.

That’s not what I meant. Neri seemed to be trying to articulate something but didn’t quite know how. The depths of his mind—that universe inside his head—remained closed to Jacen, mired in a dark fog.

You’re scared, Jacen asserted.

Neri stared blankly ahead. You should be too.

I am, said Jacen. We all are. We’d be fools not to be.

Again, Neri was dissatisfied with his response. Not enough. Almost frustrated. You’ve been acting strangely.

I’ve had a lot on my mind, Jacen admitted.

That’s not it. The way you’ve been acting with me is strange. Neri’s next question was blunter than it might have been, had he spoken aloud: Do you think I’m a god?

One could not lie in psychic communication, only circumvent the truth. So, Jacen was honest. I don’t know.

What do you believe? Neri’s eyes, scarlet beacons in the dimness, never left him.

Jacen asked, What do you think a god is?

The question, first posed to him all those years ago by Brother Marez, was practical as much as existential. Was a god unimaginable power incarnate? The standard for morality? Existence in and of itself? The Source, perhaps? Or was it as the Zal believed and god was too vast and inhuman a concept to be encompassed in just one thing?

Was a god an entity or an idea? A force for creation or destruction? Something to be loved or feared—or both? And wasn’t terror inherent in worship? For Zivora’s gods, it had certainly been so.

It was Neri’s turn to say, I don’t know.

You may not have the luxury of not knowing. Even as Jacen knew he spoke truth, his heart clenched. He thought of Artek Var Naxal’s last words before the Cataclysm, echoing through time: A god is sacrifice. Despite himself, Jacen shivered.

Think carefully how you answer, he said. The fate of this world might depend on what you decide.

At that moment, another mind brushed his—just a whisper, a signal from far above. It said, We’re ready.

It was time.

A tear slipped down Neri’s cheek. He wiped it away. No matter what happens . . . I’m responsible for this world. Realization dawned on him. I’m responsible for this world. He sounded very old and very tired—overwhelmed at the possibility and the horror of it.

I think that if there’s such a thing as a god, they must all go mad.
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YSIRA

Below Mount Otavok, a battle raged.

Ysira could only guess at what transpired, waiting by the Gate and watching the temple walls shake. All she had to go on were Commander Azaharo’s brusque exchanges with her subordinate outside. Since radiotelegraphy equipment was useless in the temple, the poor man’s only job seemed to be to run back and forth, delivering updates. He sounded exhausted and just short of panicked, but each time, so far, his message had been the same. No forces breached the inner fortress. The Shrouded City’s defenses held.

Ysira prayed they would hold long enough. She couldn’t help them. She needed to be here, ready to travel to Zal Fel as soon as Neri brought word it was time.

Eventually, Ged approached her. She allowed it, less because she wanted to be anywhere near him than because she did not trust him enough to let him out of her sight.

The last time Ysira had been this close to him, save last night at the Gate, she had been eighteen years old and pregnant. Just once, days before Neri was born, Ged had come to see her. Whatever it was he’d meant to say, he had started by touching her without warning. The feel of his possessive hand on her belly had sent Ysira into a white-hot rage. She’d twisted his wrist around until he yelled, shrieked at him to get out—and from the look of raw fury on his face, she’d thought he might hit her. Part of her wanted him to. But instead, as Ysira shrank back from him, Ged had walked away.

For an instant, today, she felt so fragile again. She hated the person she’d become—for years after giving birth and leaving the Citadel—apathetic and timid, prone to weeping every time she heard a baby cry. At least the gods, for all they’d done to her, had given her power.

“So,” Ged said. “You can’t be killed, and your new lover is the Church’s most promising addict. I must admit it’s not where I imagined you’d end up.”

Ysira refused to dignify that with a response. Then he said, “I do care for our son, you know.”

Ysira did not trust herself to speak. Her hands tightened around her glaive.

“I knew this world would be cruel to him.” Ged frowned, silent for a moment. The High Lord’s markings on his forehead, smudged and beginning to flake away, crumpled. “Neri is . . . so much like me when I was a boy. I had to learn difficult lessons, and I did my best to teach him the same. And look what he’s becoming. He’ll be a god to these people, if only he can take that final step.”

Ysira didn’t bother to disguise her contempt. “You think you did that?”

“I sent him to the canyon.” Ged’s expression remained self-assured. “I shaped him. I raised him.”

“Seth raised him.” Ysira met his eyes, unflinching, and this time anger flickered deep within.

“It’s thanks to me,” Ged said, “that we’re on the cusp of a new era.” He was not exactly wrong, much as Ysira would rather bite off her own tongue than admit it. Ged would never make amends for the way he’d treated Neri, and so Ysira refused to contribute to his justifications. She snorted. “Your opinion of yourself has always been ridiculous.”

“Say what you like about me, but I’ve yet to be wrong. The last of the Zal Gatekeepers is dead or dying. Who else is there to guide Neri into the new world? You? He can’t even look at you. Brother Kheris cannot be relied upon. And Seth is gone.”

“A tragedy for you, of course.”

They had kept their voices low, mindful of the dozens of people present, but now Ged dropped all pretenses. “How dare you suggest I don’t mourn my brother?”

“Shut up,” Ysira spat. “There’s no need for posturing. Not with me. I know what you are. I saw what you did—cutting off your beloved brother’s sword hand after he was already defeated. You’re small, and you’re pathetic, and you will never be what you imagine yourself to be.” Ged was angry now, so angry that, close as they were, she could practically feel the heat off his skin. His knuckles whitened around the hilt of his sword.

“Try it,” she said. “See if you can harm me. You might even make it hurt. But you won’t be able to protect yourself from all these people”—she gestured—“who have been anointed with my blood. Who are loyal to Neri. Do you really believe he’ll support you, given the choice?”

Maybe Ysira had made another mistake, leaning in on Ged’s insecurity like a fracture. Because when he could not harm her—when he could not demand respect by indulging his anger . . . what was left?

But he muttered, “All my life, I could never be Seth’s equal. My mother preferred him. My own wife loved him. My father told me his greatest regret was that I had to be his heir.” Ged cleared his throat. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised.”

He seemed almost embarrassed. Much stronger, though, was his disgust—not toward Seth, nor even Ysira. Not toward anyone other than himself.

Ysira recognized it.

She was all too familiar with that self-loathing, the sort that hollowed her out from within. It made space for a hungry thing, a creature prone to take and take and take, in desperate pursuit of some ill-defined objective that would prove her worth beyond anyone’s ability to doubt. Nothing had ever been enough, for Ysira or for Ged.

Perhaps their son was doomed for it.

They sat in silence, unsure of what to say to one another.

At last Ged said, “You killed Damir and Casandra. I can’t kill you. And you want me dead.” He shook his head. “Where do we go from here?”

“For now? We fight.” That much, they both knew how to do. An unspoken understanding settled between them—an impasse, if not a truce.

Iyelekirin spasmed then, and Ysira flinched. Without meaning to, she jolted to her feet. The chamber trembled. Not from an outside force this time—but from within. The Gate shuddered. Energy rippled across the stone.

One of the knights, who might have been called Taraven, exclaimed, “What was that?” Her voice was terrified, awed.

Commander Azaharo simply said, “Var Naxal.” The militia leader waved over the Disciple with the box of demon keys. “Get ready!”

Minutes later, the Gate rippled again. A small brown figure stumbled through. Neri. He appeared unharmed, but he was covered in blood, his clothing singed.

“Something’s wrong,” Ysira muttered, though only Ged could hear her. Neri was supposed to simply run through to Otavok, leave the fighting to them.

“It’s time,” Neri said, between wheezes. “The way’s clear.”

On the other side of the Gate, there was darkness. Then a dozen giant, glaring lamps switched back on, in a series of crackling thuds, and Ysira saw carnage.

Body parts were strewn about in the wake of an inexorable force that had blasted through the area. Blood soaked the sandstone, still wet and shining. Much of the strange equipment was damaged, sparking erratically. Not one corpse remained intact. A militiaman vomited, either from the Gate or from the stench of charred flesh and metal.

Ysira had emerged beside Commander Teheda, who took it all in with a stricken expression. “Zal Fel,” he murmured. “I never dreamed I’d set foot here in my lifetime.” His gaze lingered on the lamps and the damaged equipment. “They’ll pay for this desecration.”

Neri stood several feet away, still wheezing as Jacen spoke quietly to him. When Ysira went to them, Neri refused to meet her eyes.

“We’d better start climbing,” he said, pushing past her. “You get to Zivora and disable the tracking system before another hundred people die.”

Jacen gave her an apologetic grimace. “I know this wasn’t the plan.

But he did well. He was able to control it.”

To Ysira, the butchery around them looked anything but controlled. “You’re sure this didn’t put the whole base on alert?”

Jacen’s pale eyes flicked upward. “Nines says we’re still clear. It’s like Urien said—the density of extradimensional energy makes it impossible for anyone down here to communicate with the rest of the base.” As he nodded toward the Gate, a touch of reverence entered his tone. “The Source protects us.” He blew out a breath, gathered himself. “How goes the fight at Otavok?”

“Defenses hold,” Ysira said. “For now. Where’s Seth?”

“With Nines, hiding out just below the spires. As soon as Ged’s team returns from Zivora, Urien will shut down everything but the elevator, destroy the communications center, and we’ll all meet between the spires where the transport lands. Then Urien takes us up to the station. Nines and I wake up Seth, and I keep Tharanoth and Ileth distracted from the moment we dock. The rest of you locate the two of them, and Neri destroys them while I have them pinned down.” Jacen nodded to himself. “This will work.”

“I’m going to Zivora with Ged,” Ysira said. “We don’t know what we’ll face in the Cathedral.”

She glanced at Ged’s team—the knights, Sister Ilusha, and the last of the legitimate demon priests. Dacil Var Solai looked terribly out of place beside the likes of Ged and Saraida.

“Good luck, then.” Jacen touched her arm. There was a familiarity to the gesture that sent a shiver down Ysira’s spine. “Stay safe.”

He followed Neri across the stone expanse, toward the caves through which Ysira had first discovered the Gate. Teheda jogged after them. From there, they would find the old path outside and ascend the spires. Azaharo had set about securing the Gate’s perimeter, barking orders at her team to pick weapons off bodies and ensure none lived. Militiamen guarded both entrances—the caves and the tunnel to the elevator.

Ysira fell into step with Ged’s team—Solai, Saraida, Sister Ilusha, and Knights Taraven and Goran—at the Gate.

“Think of the Cathedral,” Solai said as she handed them each two more captured demons in tubes. “We’ve all been to the white room when we were consecrated as children. You may not remember it, but your body does.”

Ysira addressed Sister Ilusha. “Once we’re through, you know how to make the tracking system stop killing people?”

“I do.” Ilusha said it to the rocks. She couldn’t hold Ysira’s gaze for long. “I may not be much good in an exorcism, but I am a fully trained inquisitor.”

“I’ll go first,” said Solai. “Urien said there might be motion sensors.”

She lifted a hand, golden sparks dancing over her fingertips. “I can blind them.”

She took Ysira’s hands and pressed something into them: a cylinder of not-quite-stone, shaped roughly like the hilt of a blade. Ysira stared at the ashek, speechless. She didn’t know how to convey that she didn’t feel worthy of this.

“This belonged to Elyas Var Teneb,” Solai said. “Or it would have. He never had the chance to claim it. He hoped you’d find your way to us one day, and he’d be proud to see you wield this. For the Scar.” More quietly, she added, “For Neri. For my children, and for yours.”

“For Naxal.” Saraida stepped up to the Gate. “You won’t be alone.”

Solai nodded to her, grateful, and the two women stepped through the hole in the universe together.

Ged drew his sword before he followed. “Be ready for anything.” Taraven went next, then Goran, then Ilusha. After one last look at Zal Fel, Ysira tucked the ashek into her belt and followed.

They emerged in very close confines. Ysira could hear the others breathing, feel the heat off their bodies as the Gate pulsed behind her. As if it had detected their arrival, the opposite wall gave way. The pale-stone shifted. Rectangular segments scrolled apart, sliding over each other to reveal the expanse beyond—austere, windowless, and vast as any Inner City plaza. In its center, two domes protruded from the low ceiling and floor, mirror images of each other. Between them, rotating slowly, levitated a pyramidal structure of the same dark metal as Ged’s ring. Tiny spots of red flared on its surface as another hour ticked by.

Ysira guessed the pyramid was about two hundred feet away, equidistant from the Gate and the white door that led to the rest of the Cathedral. It all seemed deceptively simple, too simple—until Ged stepped forward.

The floor rippled. Three tetrahedra, miniature versions of the ones that patrolled the city streets, rose soundlessly out of the floor like heads from underwater. They floated there, perfectly still.

Ged took another step. When the foremost of the tetrahedra began to rotate, he held up a fist and stopped. They all backed away, just a step out of range. Ysira could see now what Urien had told them to look for: dark patches at each tetrahedron’s apex, where light winked off a reflective surface. Motion sensors.

“Let me go first, alone,” Ysira muttered. “If I get hit⁠—”

“You’ll keep getting hit, and the rest of us will still be trapped here while you’re blasted to pieces,” Solai said. “Besides, only Semira can control the system with his ring. We all go, on my signal.”

She recited a prayer, then something else in Zal, of which Ysira understood four words: her family’s names.

As Dacil Var Solai called on her demon, the rest of them spread out as much as the space would allow. They readied themselves to sprint. Golden light sputtered and flared between Solai’s hands. A blood vessel burst in her eye. Then she shot a beam of extradimensional energy at the first tetrahedron’s apex. The light refracted in two more controlled beams toward the other sensors.

She couldn’t destroy them, couldn’t even damage them—but she could blind them. She gasped, “Now!”

They ran. They split off in five different diagonals—better some of them get hit than all of them. Ysira was halfway to the pyramid when Solai lost control. A green ray struck the floor, punching up a hail of rubble. Ysira ducked and dove. Couldn’t be sure if she’d been hit. A severed arm struck her in the head. She threw herself behind the pyramid and looked up in time to watch Ged jam his ring into the base.

The pyramid’s rotation ceased. The tetrahedra melted back into the floor.

Ilusha was doubled over, retching. Blood plastered Saraida’s curls to her forehead, a shower of dust coating her armor, but she was well enough to help Goran to his feet and check him for injuries. Solai, drenched in sweat and breathing hard, jogged toward them from the Gate.

The severed arm had been Taraven’s. There wasn’t much left of the knight, just a mass of bone, metal, and viscera smeared across the white floor.

They had no more than a heartbeat to process before Ilusha snapped, “Someone heard that. Six of them, outside, coming to investigate now.”

“Telepaths?” Ysira asked, thinking fast. “At least one.”

“Handle them,” Ysira ordered her. “Don’t let them send for help. I’ll cover you.”

“Line up,” Ged told the others. “No explosives. We do this quick and quiet.”

The white door opened to reveal three Cathedral guards, one armored knight, and two black-robed, white-eyed priests. Ysira recognized the Church’s battle-scarred Chief Inquisitor, Brother Jarak, as he drew two slender swords.

Solai ran at him before Ysira could. She hurled a fistful of brilliant golden light, stunning Jarak like she’d stunned the motion sensors. She raised her ashek.

And then Ysira had no choice—the second telepath, another inquisitor, was on her.

She had to kill him quickly, keep him away from Ilusha as Ged, Saraida, and Goran engaged the knight and Guardsmen. So, Ysira gave ground, let her defenses slip as if from exhaustion. She drew her opponent back—toward the Gate.

The inquisitor sidestepped her thrust and stabbed her in the stomach. Ysira clenched her teeth through the pain. She seized him by the shoulder. Metal sliced deeper into her guts as she pulled him closer, close enough to wrench his dagger from its sheath and plunge it into his back.

With a cry, the inquisitor let go of his sword. It slipped out of Ysira with a slick, wet sound. She dragged the inquisitor around and forced him back, a hairsbreadth from the shimmering, pulsating fracture of the Gate. Through blood loss and pain, he fought her. He coughed up a red splatter. Ysira twisted the knife and shoved him into the open maw of the Source.

Behind her, someone screamed. Ysira whirled to see Solai on her knees, clutching her temples. Her ashek, already clumsy in her untrained grip, sputtered out on the ground. Jarak drove his blade up, an expert thrust through a gap in her armor. Ysira sprinted toward them, but it was too late. Solai was dead before she hit the floor.

It was so stupidly predictable. For a moment, Ysira had had hope, and in the end, it was just as she’d feared. She’d sent this woman to her death.

Jarak met Ysira at a run. They exchanged a series of hard, fast crashes. He was swifter than any opponent she’d faced, save Rakalem. Jarak trapped her glaive between his swords and twisted, wrenching it from her grasp. He kicked it out of her reach. He spun one sword in his grip and rammed the pommel into Ysira’s diaphragm. She fell, gasping. He slammed an elbow into her jaw. Drops of blood splattered the floor. Her head swam.

He slit her throat, right below her old scar, and shoved her away as he ran toward Ilusha.

On her knees, Ysira hacked up blood from her mangled airway. It cost her several precious seconds to suck down oxygen and recover. She stood and hurled a knife—badly. The blade grazed Jarak’s leg, made him stumble. Ysira closed the distance and tackled him from behind. As he shook her loose, she wrenched out another knife.

They faced each other, both breathing hard. Jarak was doubled over, clutching his leg. He narrowed his eyes, head tilted ever so slightly, as though recognizing what was wrong about Ysira’s consciousness. His weathered features hardened with new resolve.

Ysira lunged—not fast enough. Jarak caught her by the arm before she could bury her blade in his shoulder. He flipped her over his back. Slammed her to the floor. He snaked his arms around her throat from behind, choking her out. Ysira bridged her hips in an attempt to throw him off. Didn’t work. She tucked in her chin, shoved his right elbow up, and seized his wrists. She wrenched his arms straight, freeing a hand, and drove her fist into his mouth. Jarak slipped, only a little. He straddled her. She got hold of his ear with her teeth. She bit down, brutal enough to make even a telepath second-guess her intent, and ripped. Jarak rolled off her, howling. He barely recovered in time to dodge Ged’s descending sword. Then Goran’s. Then Saraida’s. Behind them, the Guardsmen and the knight lay dead on the floor.

Shaking two teeth loose from her knuckles, spitting blood and cartilage, Ysira joined the fray. The Chief inquisitor’s twin blades spun and slashed with impossible precision. But he was alone against five now, and he was human, and his strength had begun to fail.

With a shout of enraged desperation, he spun and hurled one sword at Ilusha.

“Traitor!” he shouted. His psychic presence surged. They all felt it. But as he tried to burrow into Ysira’s mind, Iyelekirin squirmed in warning. Rage splintered through her head, forcing Jarak’s presence out, making him freeze for an instant. It was enough. Saraida drove her blade through his stomach.

Brother Jarak lay gasping on the floor, hands flailing like he meant to patch the hole in his torso. As Ged loomed over him, the Chief Inquisitor choked, presumably out of habit, “Lord Semira.”

“You pathetic lapdog,” said Ged. “You gave these parasites your life, and you’re nothing to them.”

Jarak coughed. “Your father was right about you.” Ged’s face twisted. In one blow, he cut off Jarak’s head.

Ilusha had caught the priest’s blade in her flank. She grasped it by the hilt.

“Don’t—” Ysira started. Too late. Ilusha ripped the blade out. She pressed her hands to the wound with a groan, blood soaking her robes.

“Did the inquisitors warn anyone?” Ged demanded of Ilusha.

“No.” She winced as though it hurt to speak. “I stopped them. But we should hurry.”

Ged returned to the pyramid and pressed his ring into its base. Projections of light, not unlike those on Tharanoth’s map of stars, flared to life between the mirrored domes. Numbers, letters, shifting diagrams . . . Ysira could not deduce what Ged was doing. She suspected he didn’t understand much either.

She busied herself by dragging the bodies aside, lining them up so they couldn’t be seen from where the white door opened. There would be no hiding all this blood or the grisly mess that had been Knight Taraven. But Ysira couldn’t bring herself to leave her allies where they’d fallen. She lingered beside Solai’s body and gently closed the demon priest’s eyes.

“Did you know her well?” Saraida asked from behind her. With a shake of her head, Ysira stood. “No.”

“She died bravely for a noble cause,” said Saraida. “It’s the most any of us can hope for.”

It was the sort of thing Ysira would have said at sixteen, dreaming of knighthood and glory. But where was the glory in a battle none of them had any choice but to fight? What was the point of bravery, in the face of a higher power? And what was nobility but a trammel, in a fight for one’s very existence?

It seemed so unfair that they should have to pay in blood, to sacrifice so much, for what was already theirs by rights. Perhaps Ysira ought to be grateful she never achieved those girlhood dreams, because she could not look at these deaths and see anything but a waste. Nor could she feel anything but rage. She didn’t want to.

She considered what else she might say to Saraida—this woman who had not quite been her sister and would never again be her friend. Nothing came to mind.

“I think I’ve locked the door,” Ged was saying.

“This is taking too long,” said Ilusha. “It might be time to just destroy the blasted thing.”

“Need I remind you how much depends on this blasted thing?” Ged snapped.

“More depends on our mission.” Ilusha tried to cut a hand through the air but stopped as the movement elicited too much pain. Her white face, drained of blood, shimmered with sweat beneath the palestone lights. “We’re running out of time.”

“If you’re through trying to help,” said Ged, “shut your mouth.”

His movements had grown abrupt, even agitated. He was sweating and kept fidgeting with that ring.

Of course. This wasn’t just about Zivora’s infrastructure, was it? Ged saw the pyramid and everything it controlled as power. His power, already slipping out of his grasp in every other way that mattered. He had a death grip on what was left, and he would never willingly let it go. Ged and Ilusha were still arguing when the priest froze—sudden enough to make Ged shut up, too. His eyes narrowed. Ilusha’s widened. Her voice went thin with panic. “Something’s wrong.”
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JACEN

The fight by the Gate had been brief, but it left Neri in a bad state. Jacen hadn’t realized it until they left the caves below Zal Fel, and the boy finally stopped performing—wheezing and grey-faced, too exhausted to keep up a façade. He’d refused Commander Teheda’s first several offers to carry him until the burly militiaman had said firmly, “My lord, you have already saved all our lives. You’re about to do so again, but not if you can’t keep pace. Please, let me help.”

And so, reluctantly, Neri had acquiesced. He seemed too mortified to speak to Jacen or Teheda. The militiaman, too, maintained a professional reticence. As they hiked through the ruins, toward the spires, he addressed Jacen tersely and only when necessary.

The architectural achievements of their ancestors loomed around them as Jacen had never seen them before—vast and minimally adorned stone walls, designed to make one feel as small and insignificant as the unknown dark. The Firstborn must have liked that; they’d copied it in Zivora. Jacen was surprised to find it here, just as he had been to see the rite of exorcism inscribed in Zal glyphs.

From these canyon cliffs, one could see for miles. Zivora sprawled in the distance like the sun-bleached bones of a colossal beast, starkly pale against the red desert. The city slumbered, any chaos in its streets invisible from on high. But in the valley below, much closer, Jacen spotted an array of tents—out of place amidst the ancient ruins. He recognized their make.

“City Guard,” he said. “Might be a problem.” Fighting the Firstborn was one matter. Fighting their own kind would be another entirely.

Commander Teheda peered at where he pointed. “Camp’s not moving. Not on alert.”

That boded well. Jacen surmised, “A contingency plan.” Likely, this legion had been deployed out there after Ged’s coup—just in case. “How far are they from Zal Fel?”

“Four miles. Maybe five.” Teheda grimaced. “A couple of hours. Not ideal but also not close enough to stop us from boarding the transport if everything goes according to plan.”

They continued along the path. It sloped down toward the base of the spires where, according to Urien, they would find a door.

Jacen stopped in his tracks. “Someone’s up ahead.”

Teheda stopped too. Neri struggled to be let down from his back.

Someone might have been the wrong word. A cluster of humanoid figures shuffled out of the brush, along the trail. They were tall and thin, hunched and clad in tattered rags. Insectile clicking noises emanated from them, almost like they were speaking to each other.

“Osuun,” said Teheda. “The lost.”

“The Harvested,” Neri corrected him. “Possessed by lesser demons. They keep people away from the base.” He did not explain how he knew this, nor did he volunteer any further information, but Jacen sensed the imprint of a traumatic experience on Neri’s mind.

“Can they . . .” Teheda trailed off.

“Can they be exorcised?” Jacen managed to shake his head, stunned as he was. “Maybe. But it wouldn’t do them much good.”

Nothing human remained in these Osuun. Whatever minds still lurked beneath the puppeteering demons would be dull as insects’.

“Elyas said as much,” Teheda muttered. “I didn’t want to believe it.” Jacen’s chest tightened. “You knew Elyas?”

“Good friend of mine.” Teheda seemed to regret having spoken. He nodded at the Osuun. “We’ve got more pressing concerns.”

“They won’t bother us.” Neri limped ahead along the trail.

Jacen and Teheda watched, hardly daring to breathe, as Neri approached the shambling cluster of the possessed. Jacen expected him to unleash his power, but the lesser demons recognized Naxal. The Osuun cowered and fled, as they might from an apex predator.

At the door—a slab of dusty grey metal in the sandstone—two guards stood on duty, both armored Firstborn. From behind a large boulder, Jacen nudged their minds, redirecting their attention toward a pair of Osuun stragglers. Teheda handled one of Urien’s tools, a plasma weapon, with practiced ease. He shot from cover, downing both guards quickly, and moved in to finish the job.

As Teheda wiped his sword clean, Jacen started to say, “About Elyas⁠—”

“Are you asking my forgiveness?” The militiaman cut him off. Without waiting for an answer, he went on. “For what you did, I have prayed that you would never feel a moment’s peace. It seems you haven’t. And now, because of that . . . you’re here, aren’t you?” He sheathed his weapon. “You won’t have my forgiveness. But you have my sword.”

Jacen could not muster a response. With a shrug, Teheda stood. “We’ve got a mission to finish,” he said. “Maybe later, we’ll talk.”

It was more than Jacen deserved. He inclined his head. “Later, then.”

He reached out to Nines. He found her in an instant, as if she’d been searching for him too.

Door’s unlocked, she said. All clear.

Jacen pushed through the door with a loud creak, into a stuffy, windowless room. It contained two large crates, a rack of cylindrical containers meant for demons, and . . . the skull of the dead god. The first one, which Jacen now understood must have belonged to Zephon, Lord of Sorrow.

Seth stood beside it, still wearing that horrible blank expression. His injuries had to be bothering him; it was a miracle he’d remained on his feet. Nines seemed to feel the same. She tugged on his arms as though trying to make him sit. She stopped when Jacen entered, Neri and Teheda behind him.

“This is all cargo for the transport. The soldiers made him wait in here, too. I think it’s because of her.” Nines’ eyes flicked toward Seth. She lowered her voice, as though somehow Turil might overhear. “She scares them.”

“How many soldiers on this level?” Teheda asked.

“Six,” Nines said. “There’s one more level above us, but it’s just an empty room with a stair that goes up to the roof, between the spires. Something landed there a while ago—not our transport. Only one passenger, who went downstairs. One level down, there are fourteen. Then eight. Twenty. Seven. Five levels down, it gets too crowded to count. They’re on alert because of Otavok, but they haven’t figured out we’re here yet.” She paused. “The one in the communications center is getting suspicious of Urien. Once the others get back from Zivora, we’ll have to hurry.”

“How long until the transport arrives?” Jacen asked. “About an hour, Urien thinks. Maybe a little more.”

“Go to him,” Jacen told her. “Make sure Teheda gets inside without being seen.” To the militiaman, he said, “Both of you, guard Urien’s back. Get rid of anyone watching him. I’ll take over with Seth.”

Teheda nodded shortly. With immense relief, Nines disengaged from Seth’s mind. Jacen slipped into the gap she’d left. In the sedative haze, he found no sign of Turil.

As Nines and Teheda departed, Neri lingered. He approached Seth with caution. A fly had landed on his face. Seth did nothing, even as it crawled across the lashes of his glassy left eye, and Neri couldn’t stand it a second longer. He reached up to wave the fly away.

Then someone spoke.

“I really thought you were smarter than this.”

Vanishingly few telepaths could have hidden from Jacen until they were mere feet apart. Jacen had been on his guard, too, searching since he reached the end of the trail. He had found nothing.

Vanishingly few telepaths would have been capable of such a deception—perhaps only one living. Jacen had last heard this voice as he lay at the bottom of a cell, withdrawal eating away at his body while her psychic assault devoured his mind.

Mother Akkani entered the storeroom. She looked just as she would on any other day, her black hair in a tight bun, her robes and white sash pristine. She pressed her lips together, disappointment plain on her face.

Neri backed against a crate, watching Akkani with apprehension. His eyes flicked toward Jacen as though he might provide some sort of guidance.

He’d known this was a possibility. He’d said as much to Ogden—it was a risk they had to take. But Jacen had prayed with everything in him, especially since they lost Hesaya, that he would avoid this confrontation. He had even begun to believe he might.

They had an hour until the transport arrived. If only Akkani had been delayed just a little longer . . .

Nines. Jacen reached out, even as his heart sank. Akkani’s here.

Protect the communications center. Barricade yourselves inside.

Nines’ panic flooded his mind. He failed to stop himself from wincing.

Akkani studied him. “Who are you speaking to? How many did you bring?” Without waiting for a reply, she addressed Neri. “The fact that you’re here of your own volition tells me you have some inkling of what’s happening. You understand, on some level, that the best thing you can do for your people is to turn yourself in. Because nothing this man”—she pointed at Jacen—“or your father or anyone else can do will make a difference.” She added, more gently, “I do not blame you for this, and I’m sorry you’ve gotten involved.”

“You know the whole truth,” Jacen said, incredulous, “and you’d still just hand him over. No fight at all. Not even a whisper of resistance on behalf of your own people.”

“I hoped you’d sober up when I left you in that cell,” said Akkani. “Not trade one self-destructive hobby for another. What are you doing, Jacen?”

“What I should have done years ago,” he said. “What Elyas did.” Akkani sighed. “I thought you might be ready for the truth one day.

I thought I shaped you for it. How wrong I was.”

Jacen would not allow her to guilt him into capitulating. It was far too late for that. Should she choose to invade his mind again, this time, he would be ready. He said nothing, weighing his options.

“Is this some misguided attempt at reclaiming your heritage?” Akkani asked. “The cult of Naxal? Trust me, Jacen, you may think you understand the Zal religion, but you do not. You have no idea the horrors you could unleash.”

Jacen laughed. He couldn’t help it. “Three of the gods are dead. I think I know exactly what we’ve unleashed.”

“Are you familiar with the concept of an empire? A hierarchy? Killing six individuals will not defeat the Firstborn Empire, but it may just invite them to our doorstep.” Akkani’s face remained impassive. “You know, by now, that there are no true gods, only capricious creatures who might as well be. There is no hope, Jacen. No greater purpose to any of this. All we can do is preserve what little peace we have, do whatever we must so they will not destroy us. Because all that awaits is nothingness.” Her voice wavered on that final word. “I do not wish this knowledge on anyone.”

She turned to Neri again. “I am so sorry the sacrifice must be yours. But I will not protect you from them. For the sake of this world, I cannot.”

The boy’s face had gone grey.

Akkani sighed again. “Now. What to do? I suspect you’ve barricaded the communications center because you’ve called a transport, and you want to ensure that no one alerts the orbital station. You’ve drawn all eyes to Otavok to distract from what you’re doing here. Tharanoth and Ileth won’t come to you, so you plan to go to them.” She nodded to herself. “You’ll have brought a small team to avoid detection, no more than will fit on a single transport.”

She took a metal tablet from her robes, not unlike the one the First-born commander had tried to use before Jacen killed him. A communication device. She held it so awkwardly, it might have been almost funny if she hadn’t spoken into it.

“They’re at Zal Fel. Move now. Use every key.”

Then she told Jacen what he already knew. “The Church’s finest inquisitors will be here shortly.”

“You’re bluffing,” Jacen said, because he had to be certain. “I saw your legion in the ruins. They weren’t mobilized. They’re too far to get here in time.”

“There is a Gate in the White Cathedral,” Akkani said grimly. “You have minutes. By the time your transport arrives, you’ll be long dead.” Red light glowed around Neri’s hands. The stacked crates rattled, but Akkani was unimpressed. “Have you ever fought a telepathic warrior, boy?”

“Yes,” Neri said fiercely. “How many at once?” No answer.

“You will not survive,” Akkani said plainly. “Should you try to destroy me now, there’s little I alone could do to stop you. But I would put up enough of a fight to throw off your control. I think you lack the precision to avoid killing your uncle, at the very least.” She stepped closer to Seth, sweeping a hand across their cramped quarters to make her point. “I’d prefer to avoid such bloodshed, and so I’m giving you one last chance to surrender.”

The light in Neri’s hands faded. He looked to Jacen again, desperate for a solution.

Jacen’s fingers curled inside his robe, around a small metal cube—the one he’d taken from Ogden’s corpse. The one he’d told himself he would not use, that could destroy the White Cathedral before anyone made it through the Gate.

He was desperate not to use it, enough that he continued trying to argue with Akkani. “You’d let our people see this place?”

“The technology in this fortress isn’t terribly different from Zivora’s, and sensitive areas are being cordoned off as we speak. Besides, when most people see something they do not understand, they tell themselves whatever they must to reconcile it with their existing worldview. Either that, or they break.” The Holy Mother’s voice was almost pitying. “Look at yourself, Jacen. You are not well. And how many different ways are you splitting your focus?” She gestured at Seth. “Whatever drugs you’ve given him won’t last forever. One last chance. Surrender.”

“The Firstborn rely on our cooperation,” Jacen gritted out. “If you refuse to help them by bringing your people here, they won’t win.”

“Listen to me,” said Akkani. “If I refuse to help them—if they find out I failed them, at a time such as this—they have the means to eradicate our civilization from orbit.” She glanced at Seth. She must have known Turil couldn’t hear her, but Jacen felt her fear all the same.

“We can stop them,” he said, though he knew it was in vain. “Please.”

Don’t make me do this.

The Holy Mother said nothing. Jacen understood, now, why she had always relied on fear so heavily as a weapon. It was all she had.

She would not let go of it today.

Jacen took the cube from his pocket. His hand shook as he showed it to her, and Neri’s eyes went wide.

No half measures.

Some part of him wanted Akkani to have known about this, to have already taken steps to prevent it. But worry lined her brow.

“What is that?”

“Call them off,” Jacen said. “Call your inquisitors off, now, or I destroy the Cathedral and everyone in it.”

Ged’s team might still be there. Along with everything else, he risked killing his own allies. But they hadn’t planned to leave the immediate vicinity of the Gate. They stood a chance, and Ysira would survive regardless.

As for everyone else within those walls . . .

“You wouldn’t,” Akkani whispered. “There are thousands of citizens there, searching for refuge after the coup you helped facilitate. There are children. You’ve thrown away your own life for this, but can you throw away theirs? Is this truly where you’d place your faith?”

There was real panic in her voice. But when Jacen tried to move, his body refused to obey. He tripped, knees scraping painfully against the rough stone floor. He nearly dropped the trigger.

“You’ve no idea how much it pained me to hurt you,” Akkani said. “But I will do it again if that’s what it takes to keep this world safe from you.”

Jacen squeezed his eyes shut, every muscle in his body clenched tight. Her mind slammed into his, a hammer against a nail driving him deep inside himself. He threw up walls, cocooning himself like a kirikil in the midday sun.

Did he have the faith required to use the trigger? Did he believe that Naxal—that Neri—would be enough to make such a sacrifice worthwhile?

Jacen sensed Neri’s presence behind Akkani, watching, helpless.

He would not risk destroying his allies, let alone Seth.

Here and now, only Jacen could stop this. All it would cost was his soul.

He thought of Elyas, and of Nines, and all the others like them. His own cohort, of which so few had survived to adulthood. The acolytes who’d helped them escape Zivora. Every stolen name on that ledger in the archives, all those innocents who had not yet been ground down to nothing, who thus might be far more capable than Jacen of healing this world and building a better future.

For what did Jacen know of healing? He had been forged into an exemplary instrument, raised to sacrifice and destroy. Akkani was right. She had shaped him for this, and he knew what he had to do.

No matter what this victory cost, it would be just one more thing to mourn atop a mountain of corpses. Any sacrifice, anything at all, was such a small thing—such a petty thing to refuse to give, in the face of what was already lost.

Jacen looked up, even as a sob broke from his chest. He met her eyes. And Akkani flinched.

He pushed back against the vicious onslaught of her presence, pushed back the terror. He dredged up every ounce of willpower he possessed, every scrap of his ability, resolve hardened to a diamond’s edge. He hurled it against her. He stood.

In reliving this moment, later, he would think it must have been longer. But he had seconds to decide. Akkani rallied against him. Any longer and she’d have overpowered him again. He jammed his thumb into the center of the cube, and a segment gave way.

Several seconds passed in excruciating silence. And then⁠—

They all felt it. With monstrous force, the psychic aftershock shuddered through the canyon. Only massive, sudden devastation would be felt like this so far from Zivora.

It worked.

Neri cried out as though wounded. Akkani sagged against the crates, her face bone-white. And Nines screamed into Jacen’s mind, WHAT DID YOU DO?

Take over with Seth, he ordered her. No time. JACEN WHAT DID YOU DO

He shut her out. There was no fucking time.

Once Akkani had gotten hold of herself, she did not fight—she ran. As Neri stared in shock, Jacen ran after her. He staggered up a hewn stone stair, out onto the roof beneath the spires.

The platform at the tower’s apex was polished obsidian, smooth and mirror-bright. In it, Jacen saw his own blurred reflection and the corona of the eclipse. Wind whipped across the expanse, creating strange music as it wove between the spires. The air was so thin this high up, the world seemed to tilt and swing on its axis when he looked down across the canyon. Vertigo assailed him. But he forced himself to look nonetheless.

In the distance, from the sleeping beast that was Zivora, smoke rose.

At first, Jacen saw only a trickle, belying whatever destruction had already occurred. It made him doubt his senses, with a surge of terrible hope. But then there came a silent burst of dust from the Cathedral’s northmost tower.

That tower held the kitchens. A few stories above sat the aviary, where Jacen had spent so many hours as a boy, feeding the pigeons. His old dormitory lay below it, underground—perhaps already nothing but rubble. Had the acolytes within had time to realize what was happening? With nowhere to run, the sheer terror they must have felt—their final moments, the summation of their entire short lives⁠—

It brought Jacen to his knees.

With a boom that echoed across the Scar, the tower collapsed. The trickle of smoke became a torrent, then a cloud, engulfing the Citadel. A rumble, from deep within the earth itself, grew into a thunderous roar. Such was the force that shook the city, it seemed the world might break open and swallow it whole.

Even when he could no longer see, Jacen remained rooted in place. He bore witness until the smoke began to clear and the waves of psychic anguish grew so powerful, he could almost hear the screams.

Akkani paced to the ledge. The dread in her stare turned to horror.

Her black hair hung in a loose tangle around her shoulders.

“What have you done?” She wrung her hands, muttering something panicked. She did not sound like herself. She sounded as if some profound and essential part of her had snapped clean in two. “Oh, gods above, what have you done?”

On shaky legs, Jacen stood. He took a step toward Akkani. She raised a hand. “No. No. I will hear no more from you. I will not wait to see how this ends.”

She backed away from him.

He invoked the language of demons and said to her, “Be still.”

He seized hold of Akkani’s vital functions. He drove her to her knees like a puppet, and where his consciousness blurred into hers, he sensed two things: First, that fear. Second . . . the truth of how she felt, not only for him but for every acolyte and novitiate she had ever trained. Everyone he had just murdered.

And this shattered him, because blended with that grief and terror was love. Deep in her mind where she could not lie, she loved her Church. Everything she had said to Jacen was true. They had both lived their lives in search of a higher, subtler truth, unconstrained by ordinary faith. She understood his lifelong struggle, even as her own had been in vain, and she had made him what he was.

She loved him, and still she had done this to him.

Jacen’s legs trembled. A hollow noise escaped him, and he found he could not continue.

All his life, he had been taught to walk by faith, never knowing what that meant until now. With a twist like a knife in his heart, he finally knew.

Faith was a leap over the dark chasm between mystery and truth, and such a leap required resolve. Faith was the will to do even the unspeakable—for the sake of a dream, for the promise of peace, for the shadow of a hope of a better future.

Jacen had, after all, summoned that will for the Church of the Black Sun. He had summoned it every Harvest season for the last fifteen years.

Was this faith, then? As smoke rose from the ruins of the White Cathedral . . . was this all that he’d sought, all his life?

Is this all? Is this all?

But there was no time. No time to wonder, no time to mourn, no time to weep until there was nothing left inside him. He had made his choice, and now he had to finish this. To make this sacrifice mean something. Faith was a choice from which he could never turn back, because he had staked everything on it.

Akkani looked at the eclipse once more, as the wind dried the tears on her face. She closed her eyes.

She stepped off the ledge.

There was nothing he could have done to stop her, and she fell without a sound.
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YSIRA

The Church knows we’re here.”

When Sister Ilusha spoke, Ysira’s blood ran cold. Saraida, Ged, and Goran all looked at each other, then at the white door—still locked but not for much longer. Ilusha’s nose had begun to bleed. She tried to stand and had to lean against the dome below the pyramid. Her face had gone white as death. “They’re coming. Now.”

“Inquisitors?” Ged demanded. “How many?” “All of them,” she whispered. “I can’t shield us.” Saraida was already moving. “To the Gate!”

“They know!” Ilusha spat at her. “At Zal Fel, someone must have caught our allies and warned the inquisitors. It’s over.”

The ceiling shuddered. Ilusha stopped. They all looked up.

There was a sound, then, like nothing Ysira had ever heard. It was as though someone had driven a titanic hammer into the very foundations of the Cathedral and splintered them. Ysira struggled to keep her feet as a seismic force shook the chamber.

In an instant, she realized what must have happened. “Ogden’s failsafe,” she gasped. “Run. Now.”

Ilusha was right. Their allies at Zal Fel must have been discovered, and someone had pulled the trigger to block the Church’s access through the Gate. Someone was buying time so that Neri might yet make it to the station.

A crack split the ceiling, showering them with dust. Ilusha screamed. At the threshold by the Gate, Ysira looked over her shoulder to watch the inquisitor fall to her knees. Her face contorted. A strangled cry escaped her. “TRAITORS!” Not Ilusha’s voice. She couldn’t move. A stronger telepath had seized hold of her from within. “HERETICS! MURDERERS!”

Iyelekirin nudged Ysira, letting her know someone—one of the inquisitors, who must have known they would never reach her—was trying to get inside her head and make sure she died with them, too.

“Clear your minds!” Ysira shouted, practically shoving Goran and Saraida toward the Gate as the ceiling crumbled. “Hurry!”

Ged stalled, as if he meant to go back for Ilusha. But it was not his ally he stared after with a stricken expression. It was the pyramid—his final claim to power, about to be crushed beneath an avalanche of rubble.

Saraida seized Ged by the arm and readied her demon key. She dragged him toward the Gate, Ysira pushing from behind. They held on to him as they fell into the Source. Whether it took seconds or an eternity, Ysira could not say, but her demon guided them through that cosmic sea to the other side.

She broke through the surface of reality with a gasp.

Ysira landed on all fours, fingers crabbing against the rough, familiar ground of Zal Fel. Somewhere behind her, a splatter of vomit hit stone. A horrible noise blared through the fortress, in time with strobing red and blue lights.

She looked up to see Azaharo. The Otavok militia commander stood open-mouthed, naked sword in hand, and exclaimed, “What the fuck happened?” Azaharo’s gaze swept over the others, taking inventory, noticing the losses of Taraven, Ilusha, and Solai.

Azaharo swore. “Are you all that’s left?”

Ysira managed to nod. “The Cathedral’s gone. No one’s coming after us.”

“The old man’s failsafe.” Azaharo stood in shocked silence for a moment, then seemed to admonish herself for it. “We have a path to the elevator, but it won’t last long. The whole fortress knows we’re here, and there’s a legion of Guardsmen on their way through the ruins.” She paused. “The transport’s on its way.”

“After that?” Ged made a violent gesture back at the Gate as he climbed to his feet. “Do we think no one’s managed to send word to the station? Do we think they haven’t guessed that’s where we’re headed?” “We don’t need much longer.” Saraida addressed Azaharo. “We still hold the communications center, and that’s the only way to contact the station. They can’t know we’re coming. Right?”

“We’d better fucking hope so,” Azaharo said. “And we’d better hurry. It’s a bit of a run to the elevator but then just one flight of stairs to the landing zone.” She waved them onward and raised her voice for the militiamen. “As soon as that door opens, be ready to fight.”

They lined up by the entrance to the tunnel—ten of them, all Shrouded City militia. The instant the gap in the door was wide enough, a militia-man hurled one of Urien’s tiny spherical explosives. It went off in a flare of orange light.

Ysira had not accurately anticipated the force of the blast. Her ears rang. Her head throbbed. The doors opened on a shredded mass of Firstborn armor and viscera, the metal sphere still stuck against one woman’s half-melted torso. Her browless eyes peered up, imploring, until Ged recovered enough to stomp on her face.

The next wave attacked before Ysira could reorient herself. No time to think, only act. Her glaive connected with the first soldier so hard, it knocked him off his feet, sent him spinning. She shoved the blunt end of her weapon under the next soldier’s jaw. His skull snapped back, spine severed by the blow.

Ged took the lead, paving the way with sheer physicality and aggression. They barreled over the Firstborn like they were stems of grass in a landslide, carving a bloody swathe to the heart of the fortress, to the elevator.

Two more soldiers stood in their way. Brave, but stupid. Ged slammed the first against the wall and cut him in half as he staggered sideways, stunned. He caught the next by the hand, splintering bones, forcing him to drop his weapon. Broke his neck with a swift jerk.

Ged blocked the elevator door with his body and scoped its cramped interior. “We won’t all fit.”

“Three trips,” Ysira said hoarsely. “I’ll hold the line.”

Ged gave her a tight nod and shouted at the others, “Get on!”

Ysira’s blade spun and slashed. She could no longer trust the slowness of conscious thought. The universe shrank around her until it was only the blood pumping through her muscles, the jarring impact of blade against metal and blade against flesh. The flash of plasma weapons, the crack and crumble of stone, the screams of the dying, the squish of gore beneath her boots, and the hot, metallic scent of blood.

When the elevator departed a third time, Ysira was alone. She was surrounded by Firstborn corpses, back against the wall, struggling not to sag against it. Iyelekirin kept pace with her injuries but could not temper the mental exhaustion that had begun to tear at the edges of her sanity. She’d lost count of how many times she should have died.

She got only a moment’s reprieve before the elevator returned. A few seconds more of blessed quiet as the platform rose.

The rooms at the top of the tower were rough, unfinished sand-stone. Small windows let in a chill wind, nearly a thousand feet above solid ground. Rounding the corner from the elevator, Ysira nearly collided with two Firstborn soldiers. A plasma bolt struck her in the chest. She dropped.

She was getting to her feet, readying to fight and die yet again, but two armored figures charged past her: Ged and Saraida.

Saraida shoved the first soldier, hurling them into the far wall. She was on them in three strides and impaled them on her sword. Ged seized the second by the helmet with hands bigger than the soldier’s skull and squeezed. The helmet crunched, the faceplate shattering. The man inside screamed, skin bubbling and blistering as the planet’s atmosphere engulfed him.

Perhaps involuntarily, the soldier discharged his plasma weapon. The bolt hit Ged from two inches away. With a strangled yell, he dropped the soldier and toppled against the wall.

Saraida had managed to hold the elevator door open. One-handed, she activated an explosive and threw it inside. She let the door shut. Seconds later, there was a muffled boom.

“Neri, Jacen, and the others are upstairs,” she panted.

Ged limped forward, using the wall as a crutch as he dragged his mangled left leg behind him. All that remained below the knee was a shredded, partially attached chunk of meat. Ysira and Saraida had to help him, letting him hop on his remaining foot with an arm slung over each of their shoulders. He must have been in agony, jaw clenched, sweat beading on his forehead, but he voiced no complaint. He seemed almost afraid to.

The next room was a vast circle, a shallow depression in the sandstone floor with a simple triangular altar at its center. A hewn stairway spiraled up along the perimeter. Wind seeped down into the chamber from above, silvery light limning the stone. Blood and scorch marks littered the floor, along with a dozen more bodies. Ysira counted seven—seven—Otavok militiamen.

They’d all anticipated some losses; they’d have been fools not to.

But they had not prepared for this.

“Gods,” Saraida whispered. “How many of us are left?” Neither Ged nor Ysira answered.

The stairs let out at the edge of the great obsidian disc, facing its center, recessed in the floor beneath a sloped outcropping. No sooner had Ysira glimpsed the spires jutting high above, dark shadows against the midday dusk, than Jacen appeared.

“That’s the last of them!” he shouted. “Barricade the door.”

Once Saraida and Ysira had let Ged down against the outcropping, Jacen seized Ysira by the arm.

“You made it. I thought I might have—” He couldn’t finish. His pale eyes were wide, hollow, and the wind had made a mess of his hair.

“The Cathedral,” Ysira said quietly. “That was you.”

Instead of replying, he said, “Transport’s almost here. We’ll make it to the space station and finish this.” He said it again, like a mantra, “Transport’s almost here. It’s almost here. It’s almost over.”

Ysira took a quick inventory of her allies. Thirty-six of them had crossed through the Gate from Otavok. Only a dozen had made it this far, to the platform between the spires:

Goran and Azaharo, struggling to bar the door shut.

Two unfamiliar militiamen, one weeping as the other comforted him. Saraida, obsessively checking over her weapons.

Jacen, manic and pacing.

Seth, unblinking, sitting cross-legged and still as a statue.

Nines, hovering over him and trembling like a sparrow in the wind. Teheda, praying on his knees.

Ged, slumped on the ground and bleeding.

Urien, squinting at the eclipse and searching for the transport that had to be coming any second now.

And Neri, staring out across the expanse of the canyon with no expression at all.

This was all that remained. Their world’s last, desperate hope. It had to be enough.

With little else to do but wait, Ysira took the medicinal pouch from her belt and knelt beside Ged. “Hold still.”

He regarded her with suspicion but let her tie a tourniquet above his knee. He swore when she pulled it tight, but when she touched the macerated muscle and bone below, he did not react. He felt nothing.

“Not good,” he bit out. “Is it?”

Ogden couldn’t have saved this leg. Ged would be a liability at best, no use to them in the fight ahead, and he must have known it. Ysira shook her head.

Ged took a long, deep breath. “This is delusional. Even if we make it to the station, we’ve taken too many losses. It wasn’t a bad plan, but it’s over. We failed.”

He might have been right. But, gods above, they’d fought so hard to get this far. So many of their own had died. Jacen had killed thousands just to give this plan a chance. And they were so close. It wasn’t over. It couldn’t be, because the alternative⁠—

Ysira shuddered and stopped the thought in its tracks. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because we understand each other.” Ged spoke so only she could hear. “And I need your help.”

He fell silent. She followed his gaze to where Neri stood alone. “We understand,” Ged said. “But he doesn’t. I know him.” For a moment, there was something like fatherly affection on his face. “He still has hope.” He paused. “We have to take it away.”

Ysira’s insides clenched. Suddenly, it hurt to breathe.

“Do you think Neri is capable of doing what we both know must be done, if he thinks he has any choice at all?” When Ysira could not speak, Ged went on. “You’re not sure, are you? Are you willing to stake the future of this world on something you don’t know? On faith?” He scoffed. “I’m not.”

His meaning was clear enough. He would sabotage the plan, make it impossible for them to reach the station. Then Neri would have no choice but to summon the necessary power to destroy the gods from there on the ground. To integrate with Naxal.

Ysira looked at Ged’s leg. “Do you think you’re doing this for the greater good? Or as one last thing that might earn you a place in history now that you’ve lost everything else?”

It was a pointed question, leveraged as a knife at his throat, but Ged gave a weary shrug. “Does it matter? Look around you. It doesn’t change that I’m correct.” With a pained grimace, he palmed another spherical explosive. “I take out the shuttle. You cover me. We give him no choice.”

In all her life, Ysira had never hated another person as much as she hated Ged Semira. She hated him for the words he’d just uttered, for what he planned to do, and for everything he’d done. For every part of him that she would never escape, because it was part of her, too.

She had come upon a precipice, gazing down into an abyss, and to truly consider Ged’s words would mean falling. Because it wouldn’t end today, would it? Even if they won, the Firstborn Empire remained. Ysira had said as much herself—they were obligated to plan on a grander scale.

She finally felt the weight of that obligation, and it was unbearable. To defeat Zivora’s gods would be like cutting out a cancer, this massive tumor at the heart of the Scar. It would not come free without damage to blood vessels, nerves, and organs: vital pieces that had grown and changed to accommodate the invader even as it sucked the life out of them.

Ysira had seen it in enough patients to know excision was not always possible—or worth the cost.

She spoke again, so quiet, it was a wonder Ged heard her. “What if Naxal destroys the world?”

“It’s already been destroyed.” Ged choked out an awful, despairing little laugh. He gestured at the ruins below. At the irradiated wasteland where once had been an empire, stretching out farther than the eye could see. At the smoke, still rising from Zivora in the distance. “It was destroyed a long time ago.”

Behind the door, a crash echoed. Someone shouted, “They’re breaking through!”

But Saraida was pointing, screaming over the wind, “The transport!

It’s here!”

Hope flared to life in Ysira once more as she spotted the dark shape descending between the spires. Neri shielded his eyes, almost standing on tiptoe, like he might reach up and grab hold of it.

Then Nines cried out. Ysira spun to see that Seth had opened his eyes. Something else peered through them, alight with malice. An inhuman grin split his face.

“What have you been up to?”

“There’s no more sedative!” Nines held Seth by the shoulders as though she might restrain the goddess inside him with her bare hands as her power failed. “She’s waking up. I need help.”

Jacen ran toward her. “We just need a little longer⁠—”

The transport vessel was bizarrely organic, unfurling legs like an enormous beetle as it touched down on the obsidian disc. Goran reached it first, Azaharo and the two remaining militiamen close behind. Two panels twisted apart to open a ramp. Someone inside had begun to disembark. Goran seized them, hurled them off the side of the platform. They fell screaming to the depths.

Another crash sounded from below, much nearer now. “Ysira!” Jacen shouted. “The door!”

Of course, it had to be her. She was the only one who could last long enough for the others to board the transport, corner the last of the gods on their station, and end this with one clean, surgical strike.

It was still possible. She could give them a fighting chance.

Someone else gripped Ysira by the arm, shouting over the roar of the otherworldly engine. Urien. She couldn’t hear a word he said, and then he was already running.

Ged had pulled himself to a standing position, leaning against the stone outcropping. As Ysira raced to the door, readying herself to hold the line, he met her eyes.

She saw two choices before her, two futures, laid out at this final threshold.

Ged was vulnerable, wounded and alone. Ysira could stop him. She could stake the fate of this world on faith that somehow, their plan might succeed.

Or.

She could cover for Ged as he destroyed the transport and with it any last hope of victory—save one. One desperate, awful thing that might mean their salvation. One scourge to devour another.

As the light of the eclipse blurred behind stubborn, pointless tears, Ysira had to catch her breath. She wiped her eyes. She could never look back, and so she looked up. She saw nothing but sky—and beyond, at last, the stars. Eternity, within her grasp.

She looked at her son. Still determined, still clinging to hope. Neri tried to run toward the transport after the others, but Ged pulled him back.

Ysira chose.
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JACEN

Turil struggled to break through, but Jacen and Nines held the goddess in check. The world seemed to shrink until only the four of them remained. He lost track of everything else.

He could not let Turil forge that tether to Tharanoth.

But when the Firstborn soldiers crashed through the door to the rooftop, cold panic speared Jacen’s chest. He whipped his head around. He saw Teheda and Saraida cutting down beetle-armored enemies two at a time, valiantly holding the line. Ysira should have been there too, but where⁠—

Then, apart from the chaos, there was Ged. He had a hand on Neri’s arm, as though to restrain him. Ged reached for his belt.

Neri gasped, “No⁠—”

Ged raised a blinking metal sphere—an explosive. He could barely hold himself upright, but when he drew back and threw, it was with unerring aim.

The explosive stuck to the transport, blinking fast. Orange lights shifted to red. A high-pitched whine filled the air.

Saraida screamed something Jacen couldn’t hear. A warning, perhaps, to their allies who had already closed the distance.

Too late.

The transport exploded. Neri and Ged ducked, covered their heads. Saraida was thrown back, landing near Jacen. Nines shrieked. Flaming debris and body parts crashed across the platform. The burning hull tipped over and, with a terrible polyphonic groan, it toppled off the ledge. Crashes echoed down and faded to nothing. Dead silence thundered in its wake.

Jacen stared in mute horror as part of a head—it might have belonged to Commander Azaharo—rolled up beside another corpse.

Urien. He had not made it as far as the transport, but the blast must have killed him instantly. It had shattered every fragile bone in his body, ruptured every hollow organ. He lay crumpled on the ground, limp and horribly contorted. His faceplate was shattered, and his features, exposed to open air, smeared into a grotesque tableau of blisters.

There was nothing Jacen could have done about it. He hadn’t even seen it happen. He hadn’t sensed what Ged was about to do, not until it was too late. How could he not have seen this coming?

He finally spotted Ysira as she joined Teheda at the door. Between the two of them, they managed to wrestle it shut and bar it. Any other Firstborn who’d made it through were either dying or dead. Nearby, Saraida had crawled to Goran’s lifeless body. Her hands trembled as she reached for him.

Ged leaned against the wall, dangerously weak and on the verge of collapse. But he wore a look of grim satisfaction.

Neri had fallen to his knees, breathing fast. And Seth was laughing.

“Shut up,” Jacen hissed. Impotent, helpless rage overcame him, and he shoved the body that housed their enemy. “Shut up.”

Seth kept his feet. He rammed his forehead up against Jacen’s face with a painful crack. Jacen stumbled backward, howling. He could not stop Seth from wrenching his one hand free of its restraints, shredding flesh from bone without a second’s hesitation. He seized Nines’ knife—the one he’d given her as they escaped Zivora—from her belt. As she tripped forward, he slashed her face. He’d have buried the blade in her throat had Teheda not tackled him from behind.

Nines’ control broke entirely. She crumpled to the ground, clutching her face, blood streaming between her fingers.

“I can’t,” she sobbed. “I’m sorry, I can’t stop her.”

Any minute now, Turil would have access to Tharanoth’s—and probably Ileth’s—telepathic powers. Without sedative, with Nines in this state, Jacen couldn’t stop her alone.

But what did it matter now, with no more transport to take them to the station?

That awful laughter came harder, increasing in pitch. Teheda struggled to hold Seth down, until Saraida pulled herself together enough to help him.

One hand still braced against the wall, Ged reached out to his son.

He seemed about to say something.

Ysira reached Ged first. She took him by the shoulder, pulling him toward her as if she meant to embrace him. He faced her—just as she plunged her knife up between his ribs.

No one tried to stop her. Teheda and Saraida were preoccupied with Seth. Nines lay wounded behind them. And Neri . . . Neri was still on his knees, staring in silent shock.

Ged grasped at the knife’s hilt with bloody fingers. Now the look on his face was one of betrayal.

“You don’t get to see this victory,” Ysira said to Ged as she held him close, driving the knife deeper. “We both failed him. I can at least do this. I don’t know how he’ll live after today, but it won’t be in your shadow.”

Had Ysira known what Ged would do? Could she have stopped him? Had she tried? Was this vengeance for all he had done, as she twisted the knife in his heart? Or was it to ensure that he alone took the blame as the truth died with him?

She let Ged go. Hardly anyone was left to witness, and those who were barely blinked. He would not be mourned by anyone present.

Ged fell in a pool of his own blood. His chest rose with gasping agonal breaths. Ysira watched, listless, dead behind the eyes as Neri scrambled to his father’s side. He leaned in, shoulders heaving, listening to words choked out against a throat full of blood.

“Why?” Jacen’s voice came out a croak. “Why?”

Ged might have been too far gone to hear him, anyway. Blood trickled from his mouth as he tried to speak. “Couldn’t . . . without me.” He coughed. “Sacrifice . . . everything.”

What had Jacen hoped to hear? What could explain such an act, let alone reverse its consequences? Maybe it would have helped to find Ged possessed, mind held in thrall to an alien intelligence like his brother’s, but Jacen looked and looked and found only the man. Only anger, tinged with grim satisfaction and the fading echo of a thought: You can’t win this without—without⁠—

It was futile. Jacen wrenched himself away before he could feel Ged die.

He looked to Ysira, speechless. She said nothing. Her face showed no triumph. Jacen followed her gaze as it traveled toward Neri, still on his knees.

The boy held his head in his hands, shaking it back and forth as though arguing with someone—something—no one else could see.

“We will wipe every green place from the face of this world,” Turil declared, in Seth’s voice. “Alendal, Lun, Kasoa . . . Our Empire has thousands of planets; this makes no difference to us. But you only have the one. Pity you squandered it.”

It was exactly as Akkani had warned him. Their entire civilization was about to pay the price for Jacen’s sins. All that remained for him to do—the last sacrifice he could make, however pathetically inadequate—was to go out fighting.

He took a long, shuddering breath, held it in for a few moments, then released it. He turned toward Seth and ordered Teheda and Saraida, “Let him up.”

The two backed away. Teheda kept an eye on Nines, placing himself between her and Seth.

“Come out, you worm,” Jacen said through gritted teeth. He switched to extradimensional speech. “Face me and fight.”

Seth grinned. “Before we return you to the dust you are, you will live to rue this day. We will begin with Zivora.”

Then Neri spoke. “You won’t.”

At first, Jacen thought he’d imagined it. Neri knelt alone, unmoving, eyes closed. Tear tracks stained his face. He winced as though in pain, or from a loud noise no one else could hear.

With the slow heaviness of one who carried the weight of centuries, he got to his feet. He wiped his eyes. He looked at Seth, then at Jacen, then Ysira. At Nines, Teheda, and Saraida, and the bodies all around them.

“We tried.” Neri seemed to be trying to put on a brave face but only looked exhausted. “It was always going to be this way, wasn’t it.” He squinted up at the eclipse. Jacen felt Neri’s fear leach away, replaced by a glacial calm. He’d been pushed past his limit of grief and terror, and all that remained was awful, inevitable destiny.

Ysira still had that dead look on her face. She asked, very quiet, “Are you sure?”

“Only I can end this.” Neri lifted his shoulders and drew a ragged breath. “And now there’s only one way.”

Jacen’s mind brushed Neri’s and found depthless power brimming beneath its surface. He felt him reach toward impossible awareness, a thousand generations before him whispering their knowledge, their desires, their rage, their hate⁠—

Jacen had to retreat inside himself, blocking it out. His heart pounded. “How—” He cleared his throat. He’d spoken aloud without meaning to. Do you know how?

You showed me, remember? Neri smiled sadly. At the Gate. It’s just . . . opening a door. I let them in. I become part of the whole and their power becomes mine.

And then?

I’m going to destroy the station.

Jacen was suddenly lightheaded. Hesaya had said the station was the size of a moon. He knew so little of the universe beyond this world, and could not think of a more intelligent way to ask What if it falls on us?

It won’t. Neri sounded nothing less than certain. I don’t know how, but they do. Naxal does. His face worked as he wrestled with some deep and unexpected grief. The pain of an impending loss. I need you to keep the gods distracted, like we planned. Make them think you’re trying to exorcise Seth. Make sure they don’t leave the station.

Jacen made himself nod. How long do you need? I don’t know exactly. But . . . not long.

Then I’ll buy you as much time as I can.

Their conversation passed in the space between heartbeats. Ysira watched them. Not hearing, but understanding nonetheless.

“Hold the line with me,” she told a despondent Saraida. She beckoned Teheda, too.

Ysira drew her last remaining weapon—an ashek. It sprang to life at her touch, dark filaments coiling around her hands and wrist. A blade extended: a lightless void, edged in shimmering, undulating blood-red. At the top of the shallow stairwell, she stabbed the blade into the floor, testing its strength. The ashek cut stone as easily as flesh. She carved a long, straight gash in the obsidian and vowed, “No one will get past us.”

“It won’t be enough,” Turil sneered. “Your predecessors could not defeat us. Artek Var Naxal irradiated the Scar and broke apart before he could come close to finishing the job. You’ll fail, just as he did.”

If there was one thing all demons had in common, it was this stupid, reckless arrogance, this unrelenting belief in their own power. The gods of Zivora had suffered losses, but they had reigned supreme for so long, they had forgotten the true meaning of fear.

There were so many unforgivable sins on Jacen’s ledger. He had made so many mistakes, but he knew, with a certainty he’d craved for more than thirty years, that this was not one. This was what he had been born to do.

He had staked his soul on this, and he would not fail.

“Be silent.” His speech rang out between the spires. “I command you to depart this vessel.”

“You command me,” the demon goddess mocked. “In whose name?”

Jacen looked sideways to where Neri Semira faced the eclipse. Light coalesced around his clenched fists, coiling up his arms. His irises blazed red. Neri locked Jacen’s gaze, just for an instant, before his eyes no longer belonged to him. He set his jaw and nodded.

Then that searing glow drowned out his pupils and sclera, burning brighter than the heart of a star. If Jacen hadn’t turned away, he would have been blinded, but still he felt it—not only the heat on his skin but the triumph, as power incarnate shattered its chains.

“An older god than you,” Jacen said to Turil. “One you will regret having awoken.”

Jacen experienced most demons’ psyches as crude and unpolished, nebulous otherworlds projected by primitive alien consciousness. The archdemon’s mind was far more complex, and this time, Turil focused solely on Jacen. He had no fellow exorcists to guard his back.

Luckily, he had no intention of fighting her. As Turil opened her channel, Jacen followed that subtle tether from Seth’s mind, just as he had before, and plunged into what lay beyond.

He found himself in a vast circular chamber. The ceiling loomed high above, and the massive, vaulted structure made his spine prickle. The edges of the room were cloaked in darkness, and when he looked closer, he saw stars. He was sinking, shrinking down to nothing. He kept a tight rein on his focus. One misstep and he’d be annihilated.

Tharanoth, Lord of Hunger, sat in the center of the chamber. Again, his legs were crossed, his eyes closed.

Jacen’s image of Ileth was far less clear, but the Lady of Despair sat with her back to Tharanoth’s in a similar position. The two gods reached toward Turil.

“Oh, look.” Ileth sounded bored. “We have company.” Tharanoth seemed surprised, if only mildly.

“I thought you’d be running by now,” Ileth said. “Not that it would help. In a few moments, we’re going to kill your friends. Since you’ve so kindly offered yourself up to us, perhaps we’ll even make you do it.” “Bold of you to try this,” Tharanoth agreed. “However did you find us?” He probed past Jacen. “Turil. You’re getting sloppy.”

“A trifling detail. Everything is under control.” The Lady of Pain’s voice filled the psychic plane, soft and sinister, her presence curling around Jacen. “And he has just made a fatal error.”

Jacen remained calm, shuttering off his thoughts. Whatever else these beings might be, they were still demons. And he was an exorcist. He had passed assessment and manifestation. Now he moved to the third and most difficult stage: interrogation. This would be like no rite he’d ever attempted. Brute force would not suffice; he would have to manipulate and obfuscate. But he could be reckless, even audacious—whatever worked, anything at all—because his sole objective was to keep Tharanoth and Ileth oblivious to their physical surroundings long enough for Neri to unleash Naxal’s undiluted wrath.

Jacen was only a distraction.

“If you’d made it to our station, this might have at least been entertaining,” Turil hissed. “But the child-god’s father was very stupid and ruined that for everyone.” She did a horrifying impression of a chuckle, shivering through Jacen’s mind. “How does it feel to have killed so many of your own? All those little brothers and sisters who will never see a new sun rise? All for nothing.”

Something jagged twisted inside Jacen’s chest, but he said, “Not for nothing.” His voice sounded odd, as though he’d heard it through someone else’s ears.

Turil chuckled again. “Oh. Yes. The child-god is attempting to integrate. Do you really think he can harm us? He has hate in his heart, but it’s buried deep. He’s afraid of his own shadow. Naxal will devour him before he touches this station, just like Artek before him.”

“We’re priming the cannons now,” said Ileth. “Your city will be gone in a heartbeat.”

“What about the Harvest?” Jacen demanded. “You need us.”

“We have others,” said Tharanoth. “Zivora is an unfortunate loss, but defiance such as yours cannot be tolerated.”

Jacen did not disguise his fear, nor the grief and horror within his mind. He did not have to pretend so long as he concealed his ultimate intent—the way he dug in to Tharanoth’s subconscious with meticulous subtlety.

He’d gotten the idea from Seth. Even when Turil was in control, even buried, Seth’s mind persisted. Turil needed him alive to use his eyes and ears, and so the same must be true of Tharanoth’s host. Jacen didn’t have to target the Lord of Hunger himself. He slipped beneath that alien mind, fine tendrils of extradimensional awareness probing deeper. It was like weaving blind on an underwater loom—yet far easier than it should have been. This mind was a terribly familiar place, cut from the same cloth as Jacen’s.

As deeply as he wanted to have been wrong, it was just as he’d suspected. This monster was his own flesh and blood.

Jacen could not stop his heart from sinking, nor Tharanoth from sensing it.

“Ah.” This time, the god’s surprise was more than mild.

Behind him, Ileth stirred. Turil’s presence turned colder, withdrawing from the periphery of Jacen’s awareness. He exploited their lapse in concentration to dig deeper still.

Tharanoth collected himself enough to rearrange his features into an approximation of pity. “Please understand that you are still nothing to us, no matter what blood runs through your veins.”

“Even yours?” Jacen said. “Oh?” Ileth’s tone was cutting.

“Probably one of Zephon’s.” Tharanoth snorted. “I always said he spent too much time among the livestock. His little planetside excursions did get him destroyed.”

“No,” said Jacen, with a futile attempt to stop his voice from trembling. “It was you. You wanted to know how I found you hiding behind Turil, and this is how. You’re my father.”

“You hypocrite,” Turil spat. “You held my spare bodies hostage for a decade when you found out about my Dalish pet.”

“Do you consider a bead of your sweat, or your piss, or even your seed to be your offspring?” Tharanoth scoffed. “That is all you are to me. I have had eighty-six hosts. I was older than any living creature on your primitive planet when your ancestors first crawled out of the mud.” “Did the Church know?” To ask elicited agony, but Jacen made himself do it anyway. He let that pain surge over his mind, let it be all Tharanoth saw. “Who was my mother?”

“Why would I know that?” Genuine confusion emanated from the god—from his father. And if Tharanoth did not know, Jacen never would.

He could only ask, “Why?”

Tharanoth tilted his head and sighed. “Curiosity.” The word chilled Jacen to the marrow. Tharanoth spoke as one might about a peculiar insect he’d found under a rock. “A brief embarrassment, best forgotten.”

“You may not think much of us,” Jacen said, “but I could still be useful to you.”

Tharanoth laughed. “Telepathic gifts aside, you’ve made a mess of your body. I have no shortage of better options.”

Jacen fought back his revulsion. “Not my body. My mind. I could quell the revolution in your streets, restore order to Zivora. I could give you back your prized experiment. It’s not too late. I know how to control these people, because I learned from your Church.”

He spoke the truth—careful not to present it as hypothetical. Tharanoth would sense no deception from Jacen, because he did know how to control Zivora’s faithful. He had been trained from childhood for that very purpose.

The Lord of Hunger’s lips twitched. “And why would you do that? Filial devotion? Whatever you feel toward me, I assure you, I do not share it.”

“Logic,” said Jacen. “And fear. That’s why Mother Akkani served you, isn’t it?” He addressed Turil. “I have one other condition. Leave Seth Semira’s body, for good, and I’ll give you whatever you want.” He let down the barriers of his mind, only a little, as though his very real emotions had made him slip. He let them catch a glimpse of what he felt for Seth.

Tharanoth’s ridged brows lifted. He seemed, at the very least, amused enough to listen. But Ileth said, “The Emperor would never approve. Not in the wake of this mess.”

“Do not lecture me about what the Emperor wants,” Tharanoth drawled. “I will do as I please, as I have always done, and he will tolerate it. If you disagree, I suggest you take your sniveling back to Ihrafang.”

Ileth hissed. “I should. Zephon and Rakalem are destroyed, Nabatar incapacitated, Turil made a fool of by your illicit offspring . . . This planet is more trouble than it’s worth.”

Tharanoth ignored her. “You would, of course, ensure Naxal’s return to us.”

“Or,” said Jacen, “given you’re in need of new leadership in Zivora, I could position Neri Semira as your figurehead.” He knew the story he might tell, its words not so different from the ones Ysira had saved his life to say. “Born of the Harvest, of a mother whose return is living proof of your good intentions . . . put in place by a prophet of your own blood . . . One might even say you chose him.”

“And I suppose you would lead my Church, Father Kheris?” Tharanoth smiled. The stars themselves seemed to shiver. “I don’t think so.”

Tharanoth’s presence crept forward, sweeping over Jacen as Turil encroached from behind. They had Jacen in their clutches. He was deep enough that they could destroy him with very little effort.

But he had them, too.

In the murky depths of the Lord of Hunger’s mind, Jacen glimpsed it at last: a flicker of extradimensional energy, the barest glimmer of a living consciousness not so different from Jacen’s own. After millennia under the demon’s crushing weight, enslaved to something not remotely human, it was no longer aware of much.

Urien had said these hosts were young when the archdemons took them. Children, raised to see this as an honor. Did they even know what they had lost?

No time to consider that, nor the waking nightmare of such an existence. Jacen could only add it to the list of crimes for which Tharanoth was about to pay.

He navigated the buried consciousness like a map. He couldn’t target vital functions without Tharanoth noticing—the god would doubtless fight back if his host stopped breathing. Sight and hearing were also too risky. But while Tharanoth sat there, talking to Jacen, he had no need of his arms and legs.

Just as Jacen had done to the scavenger in Avram Semira’s audience chamber, he paralyzed the Lord of Hunger’s limbs. His hold on Ileth was tenuous. He could only affect her through her connection to Tharanoth. But he held fast and waited.

“You’ve been an interesting diversion,” said Tharanoth, “but we’re finished here.”

Jacen grasped for something else to say, anything that would keep these creatures from destroying him for a few moments longer. “Wait.”

Tharanoth chuckled. “It’s a bit late for that.” Then they heard it.

A deep groan echoed from outside Tharanoth’s consciousness, somewhere in the structure around him. Jacen held his breath. There was no telling how long they had been there. With extradimensional communion, it could have been seconds or hours outside. Was this the sound of those cannons, preparing to fire? Or had Neri finally succeeded?

Gravity shifted—and Jacen had his answer.

Tharanoth opened his eyes, revealing brilliant green irises in seas of inky black. He tried to stand—and realized he could not.

Jacen watched Tharanoth’s face, so strangely like his own, as the chamber tilted. Even the motes of dust, glittering and drifting through the starlight, changed direction. Time slowed and shuddered in its tracks.

At long last, Jacen beheld fear in the eyes of a god.

With sudden, desperate strength, Ileth broke free. Her consciousness dropped away, scuttling into the shadows.

But Tharanoth was trapped. As he realized his fatal mistake, his lip curled. “Perhaps you’re more like me than I realized.”

The Lord of Hunger fought him, but Jacen held on with everything he had. Tharanoth’s body was wrenched sideways, then down, by the inexorable force beyond the station. He was falling, and Jacen with him.

The universe turned inside out, and suddenly everything was red.

Constellations painted sanguine, arrayed into a bright, dense mosaic on the wheeling horizon. But Jacen kept a stranglehold on Tharanoth’s motor functions until he knew, as though Naxal had whispered it to him, that they’d reached a point of no return. An impossible gravity, from which light itself could not escape. Instead of crashing into solid ground they fell faster, faster, caught in eternity’s grasp—into the maw of the demon star.

Tharanoth’s limbs shredded to ribbons. His skull splintered. Jacen caught a glimpse of a many-legged creature, flailing from where it crouched in the mutated husk of a brain it inhabited. At last, he reached deep, grasping the tether that connected Tharanoth to Turil to Seth, and pulled.

He let go.

Jacen dragged Turil’s consciousness with him, catapulting them both back to physical reality through an unfolding cosmic storm.

He had never felt so small. Even Tharanoth was so small, a speck in the face of the omnipotent void. The farther Jacen fell, the faster the destruction around him raged. He lost sight of Tharanoth’s shattering, dying mind in a sea of heat and shadow.
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JACEN

It was dark between the spires of Zal Fel, darker than the eclipse should have made it. Seth lay before Jacen on the obsidian platform, his breathing so shallow, it was almost imperceptible.

Turil cowered inside Seth’s mind like a termite in a hive. But she was exposed, stunned, and now she had no support. She had also made an error.

She clung to Tharanoth until the very moment of his death, and she felt everything—everything Jacen had learned to block out because it would drive any mortal to madness. He did not know what manner of eternity awaited these false gods, but they had never been taught to fear it. Turil had been too arrogant to consider the prospect of her own annihilation until it was upon her, and in the end, the Lady of Pain was indeed only mortal.

Jacen took advantage. He did not let her dissolve back into hiding. He dredged her presence up, up through the depths of Seth’s consciousness.

And now—excision. “Out,” Jacen commanded.

The demon goddess obeyed. She slithered out of Seth’s ear, an eyeless thing no larger than a scorpion. Chitinous legs unfurled as she twitched weakly against the black stone.

“More coming!” someone shouted, and Jacen had never been so relieved to hear a human voice. Ysira’s.

She was bloody and exhausted, surrounded by at least a dozen Firstborn corpses. Saraida guarded her back. Teheda had again put himself in front of Nines, who was still crumpled on the ground.

Armored boots thudded up from below. Zivoran knights this time—reinforcements from the valley, arrived at last.

Ysira set her jaw and raised her ashek, a torch against the dark. She killed two more in the time it took Jacen to catch his breath. She fought without restraint, with a reckless disregard for her own safety, made possible by the power at her command. But the others were flagging. Soon, sheer numbers would overwhelm them.

And why was it so dark?

The knights noticed, too. As they emerged onto the roof, they stopped dead in their tracks. They shouted and pointed—at Neri.

His eyes blazed, energy crackling over his body. A column of red light pierced the sky. It had torn the fabric of the universe wide open, bringing forth a devouring shadow.

That red became the only light. It was mirrored on the obsidian, on the knights’ armor, and on their naked blades as they clattered to the ground. Even the wind had gone utterly still.

The creature that had slithered out of Seth twitched again, more violently. Jacen steeled himself and seized it. It proved no different from trapping any recently exorcised demon. He hurled Turil toward the storm. Caught in a crimson flare, the Lady of Pain crumbled to dust.

The whole world shifted, caught in the pull of a power not seen in centuries. A power which, at a fraction of this scale, had ruined the mortal bodies of all who wielded it.

Yet Neri Semira remained standing.

Heat radiated off him. Jacen shielded Seth with his body, watching through his fingers. One knight ran into the column of light, swinging his sword at Neri with wild, violent fear. He died screaming, armor fused to his flesh as he cooked inside it. Three more tried, only to be knocked back like ashes scattering in a gale.

The station was gone by now, crushed to a singularity along with everyone on board. Above, the tear in the universe continued to spread.

“The moon!” someone shouted, pointing up.

Saraida fell to her knees. Teheda was already there, tears streaking his face. Firstborn soldiers clustered near the stairs in their suits, hiding from the heat but unable to look away.

Ixion, the smaller of the two moons, was a waxing gibbous. It had been faint in the dusk, invisible in Naxal’s encroaching darkness, but now it too glowed red—and cracked down the middle. A piece of the moon tore away, spiraling into the devouring void.

Terror consumed Jacen that this would be the last thing he ever saw. Terror—mixed with a strange relief.

Perhaps it was time. He did not know whether he had it in him to confront the horror of his own existence or the inheritance of blood on his hands. He could die knowing he’d helped set this world free, one final act to wash the stain he’d left on it clean. Perhaps, if everything burned, something new might stand a chance.

Yes. This was for the best.

Jacen took Seth’s hand. His eyes were open now, red-brown and warm as a sunset. Wide with fear and wonder, and fully his own once more. This would be the last thing Jacen ever saw. His last moment in this life, fixed in his memory whether what remained to him was an eternity, or only another instant.

But something new in Seth’s expression compelled Jacen to turn, once more, toward Neri.

With the implacable force of a river that carved a canyon, Ysira approached Neri. She healed as fast as she burned, and she reached him unscathed. Bathed in holy fire, her face was the most beautiful thing Jacen had ever seen.

Though it seemed to cause her pain, she took her son’s head between her hands. She said something Jacen could not hear.

Tendrils of red light coiled around the shadow in the sky, brighter and brighter until they engulfed the shadow. In an instant, like the twist of strings pulling a knot tight, it all vanished. Not an explosion, but a collapse.

The impact rippled across the Scar. Jacen felt it in his bones, as would every soul in Zivora and beyond, throughout all Celes Lor.

The sun blazed forth.
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SETH

Seth Semira could not comprehend what had happened to him, why he seemed to be lying between the spires of Zal Fel, nor why he was surrounded by blood and bodies and—oh, gods, that was Ged.

Had Seth done that? Sickness lurched through him. His body was his own once more, but the last day was so full of holes . . . When he reached for those memories, his head swam with panic.

No time to dwell. He prioritized as he’d been trained to. He saw Ysira holding Neri tight in her embrace. Strangers milled about the platform, giving the two a wide berth, shouting and gesturing madly. Some were weeping.

There were Firstborn nearby, armored and diminutive. A pair of Zivoran knights kept pointing at them, berating their Captain, who appeared to be desperately trying to explain. Nearby, Saraida—of all people—knelt with her head bowed, as though in prayer.

It was chaos, and it was all too much. Seth wanted to retreat deep inside his own head, refamiliarize himself with every corner of it and ensure it was truly his again. No many-legged thing lurking in the dark, waiting to emerge when he least suspected.

His breathing came faster. He closed his eyes, but it didn’t help. The afterimage of that terrible fire still glowed red against the back of his lids.

A long, pale hand touched Seth’s cheek. At first, he flinched—and Jacen recoiled. Concern lined his face.

Seth started to interrogate him about whatever this was, because it

was almost certainly his fault, but . . . instead, he pulled Jacen toward him, one hand catching in his fair hair, and kissed him.

They touched foreheads. Jacen wrapped his fingers around the back of Seth’s neck.

I love you, Jacen said in his mind, where one could not lie.

That sensation—the voice inside Seth’s skull—made him flinch again. He pulled away, swallowing hard. He had so many questions, but all that came out of his mouth was a strangled “What the fuck?”

“You’re free.” Jacen’s face was stricken, his tone strange. “We’re all free. It’s—” He looked to Neri, and words failed him completely.

Neri turned, giving Seth a clear view of him. His eyes, already so alien, had changed again. Now his red irises burned in pitch-black sclerae. Dark veins spidered outward, framing those eyes like a mask. Seth could not discern a single human emotion on his face.

Without being told, Seth knew. It was too late.

There were so many bodies. Jacen and Ysira must have brought more than just Saraida, Teheda, and Nines from Otavok, but those three appeared to be all that remained. Teheda and Nines were injured, the latter unconscious. They couldn’t have put up much of a fight. But no one, neither the Firstborn nor the loyalist knights, dared attack.

Even as they argued amongst themselves, paced, wept, and nursed their injuries, they all kept Neri in their sights. His will was all that mattered now. Should he decide it, not one of them would not leave this rooftop alive.

A Firstborn soldier approached Neri and Ysira, hands raised. “We surrender,” he said. “What are your terms?”

A dozen others clustered at his back, all motionless. They hardly dared to breathe.

Ysira surveyed them. Then she drew herself up, tall and proud, and spoke as befitting the mother of a god:

“Kneel.”

Most did not hesitate. Knights and Firstborn alike knelt amidst the carnage.

A few remained standing. One, a Firstborn woman, said sharply, “This freedom won’t last. You’ll all burn for this.”

“Maybe,” said Ysira. “But you won’t live to see it.” She advanced on the woman, ignited her ashek, and drove it through her chest. The blade sliced through her armor like it wasn’t there.

“Reckless,” said the Knight Captain. Seth recognized the man from his father’s old guard. “Reckless and stupid. I’ll never bow to the likes of you.”

Ysira paced toward him, wearing an expression hair-raisingly close to a smile. “Captain. You just watched the sky split open and swallow a piece of the moon, and now you speak in defiance of that very power. And you call me reckless?”

He lifted his chin, defiant. Ysira nodded once. She cut his throat. In silence, Neri watched the knight bleed out on the stone.

Ysira raised her voice, addressing the two knights who remained standing. “You’ve seen the truth now, and soon, so will all Celes Lor. You were nothing but tools for them”—she stabbed a finger at the Firstborn—“to use and discard. Even if you stood a chance against us, you could not contain this. The choice is yours. Will you side with your own people or with the parasites who enslaved you?” Her gaze swept across the platform—a challenge. “Choose now.”

The knights finally knelt. Other than Neri, only Ysira, Jacen, and Seth remained standing.

The Firstborn man who’d surrendered said, “We intend to cooperate.” His tone was difficult to parse behind his helmet, but Seth thought he detected a current of barely restrained terror. “This base’s resources are at your disposal, Lady—?” He hesitated.

“Var Naktis,” said Ysira. “You report to Commander Teheda now.” She pointed at the tattooed militiaman. “You will order your forces at Otavok to stand down, and then you will brief the commander in detail on every inch of this place and its capabilities.”

She paused as Teheda rose, clutching a badly broken arm to his chest. He lingered beside Nines.

“Take him, and the girl, to receive the finest medical care you can provide.” Ysira’s next words were an undisguised threat: “I’ll be checking in on them personally.”

The man bowed. “At once.”

Ysira watched him, black eyes unblinking, until he called his remaining forces into line and departed with them. The knights followed—only after each kneeling before Neri and pledging their loyalty. Jacen scrutinized them, probing for deception. He appeared to find none and nodded to himself in satisfaction as the last of them disappeared below the obsidian floor.

Then he said, “Saraida.”

Despite palpable grief and exhaustion, she approached Jacen with an earnest expression. She awaited whatever he had to say as if she were a Candidate again, and he, her Knight Captain.

“Go with them.” Jacen gestured after the knights. “You can talk to them in a way I can’t, and we’ll need them to consolidate power.”

Saraida saluted with a fist over her heart. “Consider it done.”

On her way to the stairs, she stopped in front of Neri. She knelt again and murmured something that sounded very like “My lord.” She remained there until Neri touched her shoulder as if in blessing and motioned for her to stand.

When Saraida had left, Seth finally remembered how to speak. “What the fuck is going on?”

Ysira pointed at the Firstborn woman she had executed, who said their freedom wouldn’t last. “She had a point.” Her voice betrayed nothing but detached pragmatism. “We need to rally Zivora, and quickly. We have proof here that the Firstborn are only people and they can be killed.”

“Right,” Seth said, with a forced nod. There would be riots in Zivora. Everyone would have seen those impossible celestial events and felt the ripple that shook the world. “Someone needs to tell them what—what happened.”

“They’ll want answers.” Ysira appeared to agree with him. “We have to make sure we’re the ones to provide them. It’ll be chaos, especially after the Cathedral, but we can take advantage⁠—”

“What happened to the Cathedral?”

Ysira looked at Jacen. It took him too long to answer. “It’s gone.” “Gone,” Seth repeated, aghast. “Jacen. What did you do?”

“Ogden had been planting explosives for decades,” Jacen said tonelessly. “A contingency plan. I used it. Akkani gave me no choice.” Seth recalled the way the tunnel had collapsed behind them as they fled Zivora. He imagined that on the scale of the White Cathedral—imagined the collateral damage such a disaster must have left—and felt suddenly nauseous. He thought of the terrified, desperate masses he’d left behind in the Citadel after he himself had spread the word the Church would protect them. His knees went weak.

Jacen averted his eyes. Seth knew he was engaged in that habit he had of arguing with himself until he was sufficiently intellectually convinced of whatever he’d wanted to believe in the first place. Whatever doubt Jacen struggled with vanished, replaced once more by inhuman conviction.

“The Church won’t be an obstacle,” Jacen said. “Not anymore. Now we can rebuild from the ground up, combine what remains with the Disciples of the Gate. We get enough of the Guard on our side, seize control, implement a new power structure quickly, and then we can crown a new High Lord.”

All Seth managed to say, inanely, was “I never wanted that.”

“Not you,” Ysira said. “It has to be Neri.” She and Jacen exchanged a look, one of startling intensity, as though they were of one mind. Neri himself remained quiet, staring out across the canyon.

“There will be violence,” Jacen said gently to Seth. “But when the Firstborn Empire comes for us, we must be united. There is no better way than faith.”

He would know, wouldn’t he? Faith. Of course. There was an older god in this desert, one whom many Zivorans still prayed to. And they had ample precedent. What, if not faith, had held this city in thrall to the Harvest for the last five centuries?

Ysira knelt beside Ged’s body. Seth had been trying not to look, pretending he couldn’t see it in his peripheral vision. Now he had no choice. Ysira dislodged her obsidian dagger from between his ribs, its blade slick with clotting blood.

For a fleeting second, perhaps a transient insanity, Seth glimpsed the future—this moment in effigy, a thousand years from now. Her face eclipsing the sun, red light at her back as she held the dagger, contemplating as it dripped with his brother’s blood. She drew a finger along the blade and painted the sacred symbols of rulership on Neri’s forehead. Anointing him.

She let her hand linger on his face, brushing her thumb beneath his strange new eyes. “Can you . . . can you see?”

Neri nodded slowly. “Yes, Mother. I see everything now.”

Ysira paled a little. Jacen knelt before Neri and took his hands. He asked, “Are you ready?”

A chill crept down Seth’s spine. The peculiar tone Jacen had assumed . . . that was worship.

At last, something Seth recognized flashed across his nephew’s face. Neri’s narrow shoulders rose and fell, his breathing suddenly shallow. But when he spoke, there was iron in his voice.

“We are.”

After the fall of Zal Fel, they returned to Otavok through the Gate.

For Seth and Jacen, without demons, it shouldn’t have been possible. But Neri spoke to that fracture in reality, in no language Seth understood. With a shudder like a skipped heartbeat, the Gate seemed to listen.

Neri said, “The Source will let you pass.”

Jacen stepped through without hesitation. Seth did not dare follow until Ysira took him by the hand, her other arm around his shoulders, and guided him through.

The inner sanctum of the Otavok temple, the library, and the fields remained intact. But the Shrouded City lay in ruins, its buildings blasted to rubble by weapons of immense power. The invaders must have gotten word, at some point, that Neri was no longer there, because they’d left nothing standing.

The militia had fought valiantly, bolstered by Urien and Ogden’s stolen technologies, but they had taken heavy losses before the Firstborn surrender. Bodies littered the streets, and the stagnant, humid underground air was dense with cries of mourning. Soon, though, there was also joy. Relief. And, of course, adulation.

Few of the city’s denizens knew what Seth had done under Turil’s control or that, only yesterday, he’d been chained in a cell below the library, but still he felt like an intruder. He followed Jacen and Ysira through the sandstone halls with the thundering pulse of one being hunted for sport, even as they insisted Mount Otavok was the safest place for them to be.

After some interminable number of hours, the chaos receded enough that the others began to speak of rest. Neri and Jacen remained at the temple—for what, Seth didn’t think he wanted to know—while Ysira escorted Seth to the library’s residential wing. She showed him to a room with a soft bed, a wash basin, and a secluded terrace overlooking the lake. Bioluminescent flora soaked the walls in a warm golden glow.

It seemed that finally, Seth would be left alone. The thunder in his heart escalated into panic.

If there was anything he wanted less than to remain in public, it was to be alone. How many times, when the demon goddess inhabited him, had control of his body been seized? What had it been used to do? Could he ever trust himself again?

No. He could not be alone.

He gripped Ysira’s arm. “Don’t go.” “Seth . . .”

“Please.” His voice broke. “Please.”

She sat on the bed beside him. What Seth felt for Ysira was less than love, and he suspected the same was true of her. He still had a million questions, questions to which he wasn’t even sure he wanted answers. He knew in his bones that she had done something terrible, something that might well make him hate her, and yet. He also needed her. He needed her, and so right now, he could not allow himself to feel anything else.

When he began to weep, unable to hold it in any longer, he fell against her. He wept as he hadn’t in years. Ysira held him close for so long, he lost track of time, until somehow his lips found hers.

She pulled away, a question in her eyes. She cradled his face in her hands like a shard of glass, as if he might break, as if she might bleed. But perhaps he wanted to break. Perhaps she needed to bleed.

Jacen found them there. His telepath’s gaze traveled over them both until Ysira stood. Seth thought she might leave, but instead, she took Jacen by the hand and guided him to sit beside them on the bed. She drew Seth’s one hand toward them, linking it with Jacen’s. Their fingers laced together. Not a question, but an answer.

Ysira and Jacen met each other’s eyes. Something passed between them with alarming intensity. Without letting go of Seth’s hand, Jacen pulled Ysira toward him and kissed her. Her shoulders went loose as she leaned in to him, and the most exquisite gasp escaped her. Seth watched them, enraptured.

When they broke apart, he drew them both into his arms and held them. He could have stayed there for an eternity. But before he could think twice, Jacen was helping him get his shirt off. Seth’s lips found Ysira’s once more. He wove his fingers through her hair as he tilted his chin up to kiss Jacen. Ysira unfastened Jacen’s robes, and he removed her armor. He ran his hands reverently over her naked body, lingering over the only scars she’d keep forever.

They started slow, taking turns with one another. Three became one, physical and mental boundaries blurring. Jacen didn’t even seem aware he was using his gifts until Seth tasted Ysira’s sex on Jacen’s tongue, bittersweet and wet as rain. When she cried out, he felt it—a rush of fire, a wave so strong, it was almost painful, blood surging and clenching low in her core.

Quiet worship turned to ecstasy, and Seth wondered if he might die from this. The notion flitted across his mind and swiftly evaporated. He forgot everything but pleasure, forgot everything but them. They moved as two forces of nature, neither entirely human, and Seth was the earth between them—their anchor and their battleground.

Much later, Jacen and Ysira lay on either side of Seth, wrapped against the soft, solid warmth of his torso. Their fingers twined together on his chest as he stared at the ceiling, thinking to himself, This is everything I ever wanted.

It was an inane thought, given that he felt so full of fear.


48
ICONOCLASM



SETH

In the morning of what would have been the final offering of the four hundred and fifty-first Harvest, the red sun rose into a clear blue dawn. That same afternoon, a force made up of Otavok militia and Zivoran City Guardsmen claimed the Citadel plaza in the name of a new god.

In all the chaos, what remained of the old regime fell quickly. Seth had watched statues pulled down, the palestone painted red, gardens watered with blood. Ysira assured him that the violence would soon end, but now was the time for a swift, decisive transfer of power. Later, they could do this the slow, civilized way.

Zivora had been devastated. Buildings in the Knots collapsed, carts splintered, goats and kirikil running amok. Smoke from several fires still choked the air. Though the Inner City was largely intact, polyhedra lay smashed in the streets. People clustered around their split-open bodies, shouting in wonder and confusion at glittering metal innards.

The Disciples of the Gate had spread the word for citizens to gather in the plaza. Seth had assumed at least some would show, but he had not expected this: a mass of humanity, what seemed like blasted near every soul in Zivora. They had buried their dead, begun to take in the scope of their new reality, and now they demanded answers. They swarmed over the ruins of the White Cathedral, a current as swift and strong as the deepriver rapids.

To ensure the greatest possible numbers would see them arrive, Jacen had chosen an approach from the docks to the Citadel. Ysira carried the skull of the god Zephon—the first to die, brought before the High Lord by a scavenger. Seth carried the skull of Rakalem—destroyed in the battle by the Otavok Gate. They flanked Neri like points of a triangle, Jacen forging ahead, the tip of a spear driving through the throng.

Zivora’s liberators had come with a dozen warriors guarding them, but they needn’t have. The crowds parted for them, murmurs spreading in their wake. Seth caught the name Naxal: first a whisper, then a shout. A prayer.

They climbed the damaged steps—all that remained of the White Cathedral. People pressed at their backs. The cacophony grew louder, more demanding. But Jacen’s voice rose above the clamor.

“ISTIL!”

Silence. He said it in Zal, long forbidden in these hallowed streets.

A hush fell over the crowd.

“AKSASIK!” Listen. And the silence was complete.

Ysira quietly translated for Seth: “The reign of the Black Sun has ended.”

“The gods are no longer watching. This city belongs to you.” Jacen pointed at a tetrahedron smashed in the plaza below. “We have ripped away their eyes and ears. We have broken their grip on this world.”

He waited for the ensuing cries to die down. “Your Church learned the truth, that the gods of Zivora were only mortal, and that they had lied to us. But when we challenged them, they struck us down.” He stabbed a finger at the ruins behind him. “They did this because they feared we would remember that their power was never ultimate. They taught us to fear the Source because they feared what we might do with it. And they were right to fear. These so-called gods, who have taken from you all your lives, century after century, have been destroyed.”

To Seth, Jacen had always been two different men. The first man, the one Seth knew in private, was soft-spoken, neurotic, and somewhat peevish. A change took hold whenever he became the second man—the priest. Calm and assured, he played the part of one who knew all the answers, who’d never had any cause to doubt. He looked into the crowd and met someone else’s eyes with each new sentence, engaging them, making them feel seen. He spoke the Scar’s long-forbidden language with the tones and cadence of a practiced orator.

But today, it was also more than that. Jacen had become someone new, a third man, who Seth had never seen before.

The prophet.

“This world is not what you were taught,” Jacen said, “and in the coming days, you will learn more difficult truths. But one thing remains true and has been since the Cataclysm: Naxal defends the Scar. Your mothers and fathers told you the legends, and now, the moment is upon you. You saw the sun emerge, the shadow devoured. You saw that fire in the sky. You will see it again.”

Now Jacen pointed at Neri and moved aside so all could see him, watching the crowd with burning red eyes. “Here stands Neri Var Naxal. The false gods have fallen, and here—here rises their conqueror!”

Was he using his extradimensional senses—nudging individual minds or the crowd’s collective unconscious? Was such a thing possible? Was Jacen capable of it? Seth had never been able to tell, nor had he mustered the nerve to ask.

“Put your faith in Naxal, and you will see all the wonders of the heavens. Worlds beyond this one, free from famine and disease. Everything the false gods promised, but in this life—for you, for your children, and for a thousand generations to come. No longer will we beg and pray for peace.”

Jacen took Zephon’s skull from Seth. He gripped it in his hand, gazing into those hollow eyes, then lifted it over his head. His voice rang out like thunder. “Behold—the Lord of Sorrow.”

He tossed the skull into the crowd. They clamored and groped at it, seeing the evidence for themselves. The old woman who’d caught it let out a wrenching noise, half a sob, half a shout. She held it aloft with trembling hands.

Many didn’t believe the skull was real. They shouted, pointed, and argued. Some cursed in the old gods’ names. Seth did not need to be a telepath to feel their pain and confusion. But he also felt the fire, such that this city had not seen in centuries. For now, it was only kindling, but this was just the beginning. The sparks before a blaze. The chills before an outbreak.

“This Harvest season, you prayed that your loved ones would be spared. Those pleas were echoed across the Dominion of the Black Sun. For those who could not see what you’ve been shown today—go out and tell them. Spread the word. Tell them who answered your prayers.”

The screaming of the crowd attained a choral quality, rising with the wind. A trail of ice trickled down Seth’s spine, even as the heat of rapture pulled at him. It was contagious—a starving, feverish thing. As he watched something take root, something that would one day become uncontainable, he could not look away.

“All our lives we’ve lived in shadow. We do not fear the dark. We endured beyond the end of our world before, and we will again.” Jacen cut a hand through the air, pointing to the heavens. “And the stars will know our name.”
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SETH

Three cycles after that day at the plaza, a new ruling council was to gather in the High Lord’s rebuilt audience chamber.

A banner hung behind the throne: an inverted triangular spiral, blood-red on a black field. Neri sat before it. He wore a simple black tunic, and the symbols of rulership now adorned his forehead as a permanent tattoo. He should have been swallowed up by the stone chair; he was so much smaller than Avram had been, but his presence commanded the room.

Everywhere Seth turned, he felt that alien gaze on him. He stood beside the throne, where at the very least, he did not have to make eye contact.

Jacen and Ysira had offered him the position of Knight Commander, but Seth had gaped at them until he pulled himself together enough to refuse. He told them to give the post to Saraida, who was a far better fit for it anyway, and asked to be Captain of Neri’s personal guard. This was what he had set out to do from the beginning: protect Neri. This—if only this—he knew how to do.

Absently, Seth ran his new right hand over his armor, as though he might feel the grooves of that triangular symbol etched onto his breastplate. But the metal fingers, similar to Ogden’s mechanical limbs, had no sensation. They didn’t feel like part of him. He could barely get them to grip a sword.

Seth shifted his weight back and forth, adjusting the red cape around his shoulders. Every creak of his armor carried in the silent chamber, empty but for him and Neri.

“You’re nervous,” the new High Lord said, without looking at Seth.

Seth cleared his throat. “It’s been a difficult few cycles.” “It won’t get easier.”

“It might,” Seth argued, “now that Zivora has settled somewhat.” “We’ll have to look beyond the Scar.” Neri fell silent, still as the rock of the canyon. “Beyond the plagued lands, the northern kingdoms have been at war since before the Firstborn conquest. They won’t set aside their differences because we ask them to, and we’ll likely have to subdue them by force. It won’t be difficult. They’re weak, economically and militarily. Under the Firstborn, only the Dominion of the Black Sun was allowed to thrive.”

Seth could not bring himself to respond. Neri hadn’t read that in any of the books Seth had given him.

Neri angled his shoulders sideways. In that young face, just freshly twelve years old, Seth was beginning to glimpse the man Neri might one day be. He had Ysira’s sharp nose and full mouth, Ged’s strong chin and black hair. He’d never be free of either of his parents—not least, of course, because of those eyes. The red-in-black of an archdemon, skewering Seth in place like an insect on a board.

“This world must stand united,” Neri said. “Better to do so under one banner, in the face of what’s coming.”

“More war,” Seth said heavily. Not really a question.

“I have witnessed the conquest, and the Cataclysm that followed, through the eyes of my predecessors, with the help of our prophet.” Neri paused, noticing Seth’s discomfort at the way he referred to Jacen. “You love him. But you hate what he’s done.”

That did not sound remotely like something Neri would have said, and Seth couldn’t conceal how much it rattled him. It was also true. Since Zal Fel, he’d shared a bed with both Jacen and Ysira. They gave each other comfort and received it, holding on to one another amidst the tide they had unleashed. But they didn’t talk. Not really.

“Jacen killed thousands,” said Neri. “So have we. Eleven thousand, nine hundred and thirty-two souls were on that station. Six hundred and twelve of our own people. But tens of thousands perished in Zivora at the enemy’s hands, and many more would have followed if we had not acted as we did. We took their lives because it was necessary.”

We. He’d been referring to himself in the plural lately, and each time, it made Seth shiver.

Neri asked, “Would you deny our world’s freedom, exchange our victory to save them?”

No. Of course Seth wouldn’t. He knew that much for certain—even if better people might have made far better saviors. He shifted his stance again, uncomfortable with the dissonance.

Talking to Neri had gotten so blasted unnerving. The boy had always been insightful, but all this pragmatism and detachment, wisdom and world-weariness . . . All of this could never have naturally come about in a single person. There was something deeply unnatural about it, such that Seth never knew how to approach a given conversation.

“Our prophet understands this. My mother, too. They can help you come to terms.” Neri watched him, inscrutable. “You’ve always struggled with matters of faith. But the world will not be reborn without it.”

Unsure whether he was being criticized, Seth insisted, “I don’t begrudge people their faith.”

Jacen had been telling a story Seth supposed was meant to be inspiring, about a directionless man who had found freedom from his mortal failings as an instrument of the divine. The continuity, he’d told Seth, was necessary. The Church had borrowed heavily from Zal theology. It had taken rituals, scriptures, its very priests from the people of the Scar, and thus, it proved less useful dismantled than repurposed. Jacen spoke to the old gods’ faithful with compassion, encouraging them to search for the familiar in a newborn world. He promised no more lies, no more Harvests, and answers to people who flocked to him like they were dying of thirst and his word was a freshwater spring. Some still cursed his name. But the converts had taken to calling him Holy Father.

“The Church of the Black Sun is the legacy of the Scar,” Neri said. “Almost as much as we are. We cannot rewrite its history, but we can decide its future.”

Something moved in the shadows behind the throne. A blessed distraction, allowing Seth to avert his gaze. He reached for his sword, readying to face an intruder—and a cat leapt out at him. It was large and black, with a crumpled left ear, and purred as it wound between Seth’s legs.

To have survived Ged’s coup, the destruction of the Cathedral and all the violence that followed, then to have somehow made its way back to the palace unscathed . . . this cat might’ve been the luckiest creature on all Celes Lor.

A laugh, half-relieved, half-hysterical, escaped Seth. “Gods. Look who it⁠—”

The laugh died in his throat. Neri had stood from the throne, and for a fraction of a second, he looked like himself. He reached eagerly toward his old friend, the beloved pet that had spent many a night curled up at his side.

The cat hissed at Neri and darted back into the shadows.

Neri sat back down. Seth hadn’t the faintest idea what to say to him, couldn’t even tell for certain whether he was upset.

“They’re all afraid of me,” Neri said quietly. “Even you.”

“Neri—” Guilt gnawed at Seth because he had struggled to speak to his nephew since that day at Zal Fel. Something profound had shifted between them and would never again be the same. Nothing would.

Seth could not convincingly say it. “Of course I’m not afraid of you.” For what felt like an eternity, Neri was silent. Then he simply said, “I am what I must be.”

The fraction of a second had passed, those eyes once more impossible to read. Would such splintered moments be all that remained of Neri? Would Seth have to search for him for the rest of his life, in tiny glimpses of hurt and grief?

Seth had endured demonic possession. He would never forget it—the sense that he wasn’t alone inside his own skin, experiencing his own words and deeds through whatever blurry, taunting glimpses Turil deigned to show him. He didn’t know how to ask Neri, Is it like that for you?

He couldn’t stand it. He reached out a hand, his real one, and took his nephew’s. “Maybe it’s not too late. We have access to so much more knowledge now, all these new technologies.” Though they were alone, he lowered his voice. “Please. Let me find a way to help you.”

Neri’s face worked. There was too much there, from too many, all battling for dominance. But when every disparate part that comprised Naxal was in agreement . . . it was much worse.

He looked up. His eyes were bright, so bright, it hurt to meet them.

Seth had no doubt as to what, exactly, he spoke.

Neri’s voice echoed through the audience chamber as only the language of demons could:

“I am what I must be.”

A heaviness settled into Seth’s heart, deep as the earth’s foundations. He stepped back, withdrew his hand.

“We will not mourn this victory,” Neri said. “But you can mourn what it forced you to lose. It’s only human.”

“And you?” Seth forced himself to keep looking at Neri. “What will you do?”

He did not ask, Are you human?

Neri heard him anyway. “We are. And we are not. We are Neri Semira, and we are all those who came before. We know and value everything Neri did, but . . . no longer Neri alone. We are Naxal. And we will do whatever is necessary to achieve our grand design.”

“What is this grand design?”

Neri folded his hands. “First, unity. I am uniquely suited to my role but still vulnerable, and I cannot be everywhere at once. We need followers. We must increase our strength. This will take time, but we have learned patience these last five hundred years.”

He hadn’t actually answered the question. Though Seth suspected he would come to regret this, he pressed: “To what end?”

“We will spread.” Neri regarded him with a calm as cold as the farthest stars. “We will devour.”

To that, Jacen probably would have had something to say about the different translations and etymology of the word devour—some way to make Neri’s words mean whatever he wanted them to mean. But Seth was not Jacen, and so, with a sinking feeling, he took the words at face value.

He asked his next question very carefully. “To that end—who do you think will follow you?”

“Enough,” said Neri. “You’ve seen it. You know what we promise them—what we intend to give to our faithful. As for the rest . . . they know the enemy we face. They remember the Harvest. They know what it cost them not to fight.”

Seth had tried to hide it in public, playing whatever part was required of him, but he’d felt awful since Zal Fel, sick to his stomach, unable to shake his conviction that they’d unleashed something monstrous—all this just to get their enemies to sit up and take notice. The only thing the Firstborn Empire would not ignore was their own language of overwhelming violence, and the people of the Scar had become fluent by necessity.

These last three cycles, Jacen, Ysira, and every Disciple Seth spoke to had been incessantly insisting that Naxal was not the same as Zivora’s demon gods. This entity was an amalgamation of all who’d borne it, mediated and spoken for by the current host. It was not a single consciousness subsuming every subsequent one.

No one had ever accused Seth Semira of genius, but neither was he a fool, and in the practical sense . . . the distinction was utterly lost on him.

Finally, he asked, “What would you do if I tried to stop you?”

Neri raised his eyebrows. He did not seem threatened by the prospect. “Could you?” He tilted his head, almost curious, and wiggled the fingers of his right hand to indicate Seth’s handicap. “You would be alone, and it would hardly be a fair fight. You’re the one who taught me—there’s no such thing.”

It sounded like mockery.

Seth felt terribly small, even meek. “I don’t understand.”

“It is not for you to understand,” said the thing that had been Neri. “Only us.”
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Seth was lost in his own head as the council arrived. Some dedicated souls had hauled the stone map table all the way from the Shrouded City. Gathered behind it, below the throne, stood Jacen, Ysira, Teheda, and Saraida.

Hesaya Nal Tersero, the new Gatekeeper of Zal Fel, was confined to a chair. Her face drooped from the stroke she’d suffered, her left arm was paralyzed, and even speaking exhausted her. But her white eyes darted alertly about the chamber. Seth had no doubt she carried on a full telepathic conversation with the two Disciples at her side.

Beside the throne, an attendant offered Neri a cup of water. He waved her aside. Seth tried to smile at her—an excuse, a reassurance, an apology—but she didn’t dare make eye contact, only backed away slowly. A few dozen people filed into the audience chamber in varying states of trepidation—Zivoran knights, Guild members, and magistrates; envoys from all corners of the old dominion; even a handful of surviving priests. Two Firstborn lurked at the fringes in their heavy environmental suits.

Seth kept forgetting their names—his head was full of holes, his memory a sieve—and they only ever dared speak to Jacen. They seemed harmless enough. They’d helped get Zivora’s infrastructure functioning again, and some had been acquainted with Urien before his defection. Jacen assured everyone of their commitment. But Seth could not help but wonder whether said commitment, born of terror, would ever amount to loyalty.

Did these two Firstborn suspect Neri intended to kill them as soon as they were no longer useful? Did they realize, from the vitriolic glares they drew from everyone else in the audience chamber, that no one would step in to save them? Maybe they did, and the guilt of their complicity in the old gods’ tyranny compelled them to remain nonetheless. Seth felt rather sorry for them, because that much, he understood.

Ysira spoke first. “By now, you all know who I am. You know who my son is. I will not waste time with introductions.”

She surveyed the assembled envoys and dignitaries, imperious as any Zivoran lady. She wore a dark spidersilk dress with an off-the-shoulder cape, tattoos on full display, hair in a sleek knot at the nape of her neck. Her ashek hung at her hip from a utilitarian leather belt. She had settled into leadership better than Seth ever had, and he found it difficult not to resent her flawless composure as of late.

“You’ve heard reports,” Ysira said, “of a second quake in the north. A tidal wave in the south. More cave collapses along the deepriver. We have no frame of reference for what happened in our orbit, but it could be some time before the planet . . . settles. Zivora alone is safe, and it is imperative that it remain so. Your people are welcome in this city so long as they swear fealty and abide by our laws.”

A magistrate cleared her throat. “With due respect.” The richly dressed woman, who Seth knew by sight if not by name, seemed unsure how to address Ysira. “The agricultural district was in crisis before . . . all this. We lost more crops when the irrigation systems went down. How are we meant to feed an influx of refugees when we can barely sustain Zivora’s own citizens?”

“The farms at Mount Otavok escaped the worst of the damage,” said Ysira. She gestured at Teheda beside her. “And the militia is in the process of clearing the old cities, so we’ll have use of Zal Mar and Zal Fel. The railway system, too—once it’s repaired, we’ll be able to expedite delivery of food and relief.”

“Aid is coming from Alendal,” Saraida put in. She wore armor like Seth’s, the Knight Commander’s sigil pinning her red cape around her shoulders. “My family’s holdings are mostly intact.”

At that, a merchant scoffed, loud enough to draw the room’s attention. “You’re a disgrace to the Ancarath name.”

Saraida started to respond, but Neri stood from the throne.

The air in the chamber took on a static charge. The new High Lord had yet to make any kind of public address and until now had been content to let Jacen or Ysira speak for him.

No one moved. None of them—including Seth—knew what to expect.

“Knight Commander.” Neri addressed Saraida. “This man was a peer of your grandmother’s?”

“He was, my lord,” she affirmed. “As was every other member of the Merchants’ Guild assembled here now.”

“Come forward, then.” Neri spoke the merchants’ names one by one.

It took them a moment but, with varying degrees of trepidation, eight men and women obeyed. Some appeared angry—of course, they’d had the most to lose when the old gods fell. Some, Seth didn’t recognize. Two women glanced at one another in confusion. The shorter of the pair opened her mouth as if to speak, but the taller clutched her arm in silent warning. She was trembling.

“You are each guilty of treason,” Neri pronounced, and Seth’s breath caught. He sounded so much like Ged. “You have conspired to cheat the Harvest, trading those you regarded as worthless for the sake of your own families and fortunes.”

“Cheat the Harvest?” the short woman spluttered. “Exactly how—” Neri’s voice drowned hers out. “You groveled before false gods who cared nothing for you. The old Church’s leaders, and the High Lord who enabled this, have already faced the consequences. Now so will you.” He paused. “We promise our faithful the stars themselves—far greater rewards, which we actually intend to deliver. It’s a shame you’ll never see them.”

He raised his right hand. The woman who’d protested had the presence of mind to turn, to start to run for the door, before a flash of red engulfed her.

The rest of those assembled backed away, shouting. Guards barred the door. In just as many seconds, seven people became seven piles of ash. Most didn’t have time to scream. When one had killed gods and ripped a hole in the universe, this was child’s play.

Seth did recognize a piece of Neri there—that sense of justice, always so strong, so indignant on behalf of the less fortunate. Saraida saw it too; she watched with a rapturous expression.

Seth took no comfort in it, nor could he summon any triumph.

As the eighth merchant quailed, crouched on the floor with his hands over his head, Neri stopped. He frowned.

“You’re a telepath.”

The man looked up, consternation on his face. He started to deny it. Then he seemed to remember he no longer had to fear the Harvest, and relief tinged his voice. “Yes.”

“What tier?” Neri asked.

“I don’t know,” said the man. “I’m—I’m very weak, probably only Tier Two.”

“And how old are you?”

“I—” The man’s brow furrowed. “Thirty-six.” “Are you in good physical health?”

Though clearly confused, the man answered, “Never been sick a day in my life. My lord.”

“Are you willing to serve?”

The merchant sagged with relief. “Yes. Yes, I’ll serve. Anything, my lord.”

Neri nodded shortly. He signaled to a pair of guards posted by the door. “Take him to a cell. We will speak with him later.”

The man continued to stammer his thanks as he was escorted out. A Tier Two telepath. Those were common but not very useful. Hesaya and her Disciples had been in search of candidates to attempt the Trial of the Gate, to rebuild the valak’s ranks, but she’d specifically asked for none weaker than Tier Three.

The Gatekeeper appeared as perplexed as Seth, the Disciples at her back exchanging glances. It was the look on Ysira’s face, though, that gave Seth pause. She was troubled. Maybe even horrified.

Before Seth could mull that over, one of the priests spat on the floor. “Demon. Murderers.”

Neri raised his hand again.

But Jacen spoke up. “I have no desire to decimate what’s left of our order. We’re among the strongest weapons this world has.”

Jacen wore dark clerical vestments much like he had before, but with a red sash. Instead of the double-circle pendant, he wore one that resembled the symbol behind the throne.

He seemed energized these days, barely sleeping, as he wrote proclamations, received petitioners, and helped Neri sort through the nebulous depths of history contained in Naxal. Seth had not seen Jacen even try to find a drink. But his demeanor called to mind exactly how he’d behaved in the full throes of his addiction. There was tension writ across his face for just a moment—something shoved aside, drowned instead of dealt with.

He addressed the priests. “Brother, Sister—I must impress upon you the importance of choosing a side.”

The female priest’s face darkened, closed off. Her pale eyes flicked up at Neri. With a single nod, she bowed her head.

The male priest said, “You’ll suffer for eternity for this.” Neri turned his gaze on Jacen. “Handle this.”

Jacen hesitated only an instant. The defiant priest clutched his temples and collapsed with a scream, blood pouring from his nostrils. For a few awful seconds, he jerked and twitched—then fell still.

“Let it be known,” Neri said, “that this is how we will punish traitors. We trust that no one else wishes to disrupt this council and that when you depart, you’ll spread the word.” He sat and motioned to Ysira. “Mother—proceed.”

It took a few seconds for Ysira to speak. When she did, even the magistrates proved markedly more deferential, discussing tedious matters of logistics and policy with the grimness of funeral preparations. Though Neri did little besides observe—Naxal had not struck Seth as interested in the day-to-day of governing—the implicit threat of his presence loomed like the open gullet of a predator.

Ysira concluded the meeting with a eulogy. It was mostly nonsense—another performance, meant to enshrine the heroes of the revolution in legend. She praised them as saints and icons of a new faith, their legacies scrubbed down and sanitized.

Ogden of Alendal, the great healer, in whose name she consecrated a new hospital.

Urien of Ihrafang, the defector from empire, who told of wonders beyond the stars.

Kanan Var Mondral, Dacil Var Solai, and Elyas Var Teneb—the martyred demon priests.

Eneva Nal Karak, the last Gatekeeper of Otavok.

And Ged Semira—spearhead of the resistance and father of a god.

When Jacen had put forth that final name last week, Ysira had walked out of the room. But to omit Neri’s father from the legend they sought to craft, Jacen reasoned, would have come across as odd. Though Ged hadn’t been much loved, he had been very present, both in Zivora and throughout this entire mess. He had even been its catalyst.

Seth still could not quite reckon with that, and he likely never would.

But a simple lie was more convenient than a complicated truth.

If it hurt Ysira to say Ged’s name today, she did not show it. Her mask never cracked.

When it was done and people began to file out of the chamber, Neri limped down from the throne. He brushed away Ysira’s hand when she tried to help him. Though in public, she was rarely far from her son’s side, Seth had not seen them speak to each other in private since Zal Fel.

“This had to happen,” Jacen said at Seth’s shoulder, causing him to startle. “Saraida and I invited a few we knew would be defiant and have to be dealt with, because the Zivoran elite will be harder to win over than the masses. They needed to see this.”

“Did we win them over?” Seth wasn’t so sure. He considered bringing up the conversation he’d had with Neri before this meeting, but . . . would Jacen take his word for it over that of his god?

“We will,” Jacen said firmly. “In time. They might be afraid at first, but they’ll come to understand. This was necessary.”

“I never said I disagreed,” said Seth. “I’m a knight. This isn’t my first execution. Besides, you and I have both killed for less.” He frowned. “I’m more concerned about the one he spared. What does he want with a Tier Two telepath?”

Just then, a guard approached, depriving Jacen of the chance to answer.

“Father Kheris,” the man called. “I have a petitioner here to see you.” “Now?” Jacen seemed puzzled until he recognized the petitioner in question, trailing behind the guard. “Oh—of course.” Nines said, “This won’t take long.”

The former Church novitiate still wore grey, but she had traded her robes for trousers and a long, sleeveless tunic belted at the waist. Her dense white curls were woven into a multitude of braids, seashells clattering whenever she turned her head. A ropy scar sliced across her face from temple to chin, twisting the tip of her nose and the corner of her lip. She’d tied a piece of dark cloth over the socket of her left eye, which the Firstborn physicians at Zal Fel had been unable to save.

Seth had done that to her.

She didn’t appear to hold it against him—at least, not enough that she acknowledged his presence. But Seth could not look at her without that guilt, ever present, lodged inside him like the tip of a jagged blade.

Nines sidestepped a pile of ash. If she suspected what it was, she gave no indication. She shifted her weight back and forth, profoundly nervous about whatever it was she’d come to say. Jacen was patient with her in that priestlike way of his that made people feel safe confiding in him, that sometimes still made Seth wonder whether he was right about everything.

“We need to talk,” Nines said. Then her colorless eye narrowed at someone behind Jacen.

At Neri.

Without looking, Seth knew he was there.

“Clear the room.” Neri did not speak loudly, but no one in this chamber had stopped paying attention to him. They eagerly obeyed, filing out until only Seth, Jacen, and Ysira remained.

Nines muttered something about coming back later.

“Syl Inissa,” said Neri, and Nines went stiff at the sound of her true name. “You stay.”

He waited until the heavy graven doors thudded shut. He faced Nines and Jacen beside her. Ysira hovered behind her son, expression suddenly cautious. On reflex, though Seth could not have said exactly why, he wrapped his metal fingers around the hilt of his sword.

“There are very few left alive who witnessed everything that happened at Zal Fel.” Neri gestured as he spoke. “Our prophet. My uncle. My mother. Saraida Ancarath commands our Zivoran Guard. Lucan Teheda is of the Shrouded City, and the Disciples of the Gate devoted their lives to us before they knew who I was. You, however . . . You are an anomaly. You know a great deal of information which, should it reach the wrong ears, could jeopardize our stability. Consider, for example, our prophet’s parentage. Consider my uncle’s possession, my father’s death, and the destruction of the White Cathedral.”

Nines’ face tightened. In the few times Seth had seen her since she was released from the physicians’ care—she’d avoided them all, especially Jacen—she had never brought any of this up. Didn’t seem to want to think about it.

“That last one disturbed you,” Neri said. “This is obvious. Do you understand our concerns?”

Nines nodded slowly, still frowning. “You want me to swear fealty.” “Yes.” Neri didn’t qualify the statement. “You’re the only one who hasn’t.”

Nines had never once made eye contact with Seth, but—oddly enough—she did it with Neri. Perhaps it was because looking at him no longer felt like looking at anything human.

To Seth, it was like looking into the depths of space, into a void that had existed before time itself, that would devour them all in the end. Ultimate. Inevitable. To Nines . . . this seemed to evoke mild curiosity.

She said, “No.”

“Nines,” Jacen said tightly. “Think about this. There’s a place for you in our Church⁠—”

She rounded on him. “I told you I wouldn’t be part of something like that again. And you said you wouldn’t make me.”

“Consider,” Neri said, “what it might cost you to refuse.”

Red light bloomed at his fingertips. Ysira and Jacen both spoke at once.

“Neri, stop⁠—”

“Wait—”

“For gods’ sake, she’s just a child⁠—”

Seth had drifted far away from himself. The men and women on Saraida’s list had been called profiteers of the Harvest, corrupt and deserving of punishment, but now Seth had to wonder whether their greater crime was defiance.

Jacen put himself between his novitiate and his god—not quite getting in Neri’s way but extending a pacifying hand. “I trust her with my life,” he panted, a wild look in his eyes. “I beg of you. Don’t do this.”

Neri held up his hand. “Enough.” The light flared brighter.

We will devour.

Seth knew very well that Naxal was capable of annihilating this girl, innocent or not, and there wasn’t a thing anyone present could do to stop it.

He had to try anyway.

“You spared the other one,” he said. “The telepath. Why not—” “She’s too strong to be an optimal candidate.” Neri turned his gaze briefly on Seth. “And that one agreed to serve.”

Seth racked his memory to discern what in the world Neri might be talking about. He came up empty. He did not, however, miss the utter horror that dawned on Ysira’s face. She knew something. But what?

“Still,” Neri mused, “we are not exactly spoiled for choice. The possibilities could be . . .” He trailed off.

“There’s a list,” Ysira burst out. Neri turned to her. She spoke quickly, as though she feared she were running out of time. “The Disciples found it with one of the Church’s surviving seekers. A list of known telepaths, of all Tiers, across the Dominion.”

Neri’s brows went up. “You kept this from us?”

“I didn’t think it would be necessary,” Ysira said. That tone of near-pleading, from her lips, made the hairs on the back of Seth’s neck stand on end. “I’ll give it you.”

Neri did not change his stance. But the light in his hand dimmed.

He frowned, almost as though pained. A war behind his eyes.

Then Nines exclaimed, “I’ll leave!” Neri’s frown deepened.

“I’ll leave,” Nines said again. “I’ll leave Zivora. It’s what I was coming to say, anyway.”

“Where is she supposed to go?” Jacen demanded. “The world outside is chaos. It’s not safe anywhere but here.”

“He’s right,” Ysira said. “This isn’t⁠—”

“Mother, enough,” Neri said sharply. “We will decide what is necessary.” His eyes had not left Nines.

“You can sense she’s telling the truth,” Seth interjected. “Can’t you? Your whole life, I’ve never been able to lie to you.” He struggled to hold his ground as the demon’s gaze found him once more. “Neri. Please. I know you can tell.”

“If you don’t trust your senses, trust mine,” said Jacen. “Look inside my mind. See what I see.”

A silent exchange passed between Neri and Jacen. Neri watched Nines for another interminable moment, studying her intently. At last, he lowered his hand.

“Be gone by sunset. Should you ever return, we will not hesitate.” It seemed that he had nothing left to say. But before he turned to go, Seth caught another glimpse beneath that chilling alien exterior: exhaustion and, just maybe, a touch of relief. Whatever it was passed like a spiderweb glimmering in the sunlight—terribly fragile; there and then gone.

“Bring us that list,” Neri said to Ysira. “And do not make the mistake of thinking yourselves above our laws.”

He limped away. This time, Ysira did not follow.

Jacen’s shoulders sagged like he’d finally started breathing again.

He braced a hand against the table to steady himself.

By accident, Seth and Nines exchanged a look. He felt a strange kinship with the girl, because right now, she seemed to be the only other person alive who shared his mind.

“Nines,” Jacen said. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s time,” she said quietly. “I think . . . I’ve seen all I need to see.

I’m going home.”

“What about what Turil said? About your family?”

Nines glanced at Seth again. It was odd. He had no idea what they were talking about, in reference to words that had come out of his own mouth. Another detail lost in the abyss of his possession.

“She couldn’t know for sure.” Nines lifted her shoulders. “She may have known what she tried to make them into, but . . . I choose to believe that isn’t destiny.” She paused, and finished softly, “You can believe that too.”

Jacen stared at her, bereft. “What if you’re wrong?”

“I don’t know yet.” Nines looked up, out the wide circular window to the desert beyond. In that moment, she appeared lighter, more certain than Seth had yet seen her. She smiled. “I suppose I can decide.”

“Nines—” But something made Jacen stop.

“Thank you,” she said. “You gave me the chance to choose my own path. Even if it wasn’t yours.”

She offered him a nod, and Seth could only guess at every emotion that gesture conveyed. Gratitude but not quite trust. Anger but not quite hate. Respect but never deference. Sadness . . . but not regret.

She walked out of the audience chamber. She did not look back.

Seth, Jacen, and Ysira stood in silence—equidistant points of a triangle, alone beside the great window. The stars were coming out.

Nue was full and bright. Ixion would have been, too, but its shattered face haunted the sky. It was a constant reminder of what they had lost, what they had done, and what they might yet have to overcome. Seth could not look at it without being reminded of that awful hunger in Neri’s eyes, burning blood-red as he ripped the moon in two.

He stared at it as he finally asked, “What was he talking about?” He turned to Jacen and Ysira as they stared at him, puzzled. “Nines is too strong, he said. He spared the weaker telepath and had him imprisoned. He wants that list. Why?”

No answer.

“Ysira,” Seth said, sharper this time. “What does he need telepaths for?” Jacen’s rigid demeanor suggested he knew too but would not say it.

At last, Ysira reluctantly spoke. “Nothing we intend to use.” She averted her eyes. “The Firstborn have several distinct advantages we don’t, and the most important of those is that they’re not confined to a single planet. The distances are so vast, they have to travel through the Source.”

Seth frowned. “Through Gates?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know exactly how they do it, but we need to learn. We need the means to travel beyond Celes Lor. We’re searching for alternatives, but right now, the only way we know of to replicate that technology—faster-than-light travel—is through the use of⁠—”

“Telepaths,” Seth asserted, disbelieving.

“Their brains,” Ysira said. “Merged with a vessel. A—a navigator, they call it.”

Telepathic brains, used to power the Firstborn Empire’s technology. Specifically, weak telepaths like the ones always taken in—“The Harvest,” Seth said faintly. “That’s what it was for.”

Utterly at a loss, he raked his fingers over his scalp. He braced his hands behind his head, breathing deep, until he thought he could speak without screaming.

He asked Jacen, who was staring blankly at his hands, “How long have you known?”

“A few weeks,” Jacen muttered.

“Does Hesaya know? The Disciples?” They couldn’t possibly accept this. “And who would have been stupid enough to tell that thing⁠—”

“Neri saw the navigator,” Ysira said flatly. “When we were aboard the station. No one knows but us.”

She said that as though Seth was meant to find it reassuring.

“We’ll find another way,” said Jacen. He looked up. “We will not be what the Firstborn were. This list . . . It’s a last resort.”

What had brought them here other than a series of last resorts? Ged’s coup, Ogden’s failsafe, Neri integrating . . . Seth saw it stretching on ahead into infinity. Because against the galaxy-spanning nemesis they’d provoked, what else could be enough?

This would never end.

“Do you think,” Seth said through gritted teeth, “that Naxal, the devourer, has the restraint not to use that technology?” As the silence dragged on, he threw his hands in the air. “He—” He couldn’t use Neri’s name. “He almost murdered a fourteen-year-old girl because she wouldn’t kneel. Have we all lost our minds?” He stabbed a finger at Jacen. “Have you?”

“He didn’t do it,” Jacen pointed out. “It was only a threat. He had to—” “Had to?” Seth exploded. “This is Nines, Jacen. Fucking Nines!”

“Naxal is an incredibly complex entity,” Jacen admitted. “There is . . . conflict. But Neri is meant to be the balance, and he is still there. The fact that he spared Nines is proof—he only punished the guilty.”

“You’re taking that on faith?” Seth demanded. He thought of the woman who’d tried to run, and her peer, the ones who’d seemed baffled by the crimes for which they’d died. “You’re sure about that?”

“If you could see the full scope of what he sees now,” Jacen said stubbornly. “I can’t grasp it. It’s beyond me, beyond any of us. All I can do is help guide him. We have to help guide him.”

Seth looked back and forth between Jacen and Ysira. An empty, broken sort of laugh escaped him at the sheer absurdity of it all. “Say you’re right. Say Neri’s still in there and that he possesses any modicum of control over this thing. Will we be enough?”

Or can we only encourage the worst in him, whether we mean to or not?

“Did you know?” Seth directed this question at Ysira, brutally blunt. “Did you know what Ged was going to do? Could we have avoided this?”

When Ysira said, “No,” Seth wanted, more than he’d ever wanted anything, to believe her. He looked into her fathomless eyes, begging her to tell him it was true when he said, “We had no choice. Right?”

“We had no choice,” Ysira repeated. But her confident mask had cracked, and beneath it he beheld something like pain. A brittle shell of doubt.

Jacen said nothing. If Ysira had lied, he must have sensed it. But he said nothing, and his silence was suffocating.

“How can we be enough,” Seth said quietly, “when we’re the ones who destroyed him?”

Because Seth thought he knew a truth Jacen did not—that a god was something they made. Something both more and less than human, limitless power held in thrall by whoever spoke in his name—be they a demon or only a man.

When neither of them answered, Seth paced away. After a moment, he turned back to see Ysira hugging herself with one hand as she hid her eyes with the other. Jacen stood by the window, staring listlessly into the night.

The sky was exquisitely clear, and the air smelled of fragrant flowers. An aurora danced across the rings of Oe, amber and turquoise against the inky black. Come morning, the sun would rise, and it would have no shadow.

But when the shadows faded, so had the dreams, leaving them all in this brilliant new dawn with nothing but the truth of who they were and what they had been forced to become. An impossible victory at an unspeakable price. No small part of Seth wanted to leave it all behind—go his own way as Nines had, see the rest of this newborn world.

A far greater part could not fathom it.

To stay would be a knife between his ribs, but to leave would be to pull it out and bleed without stopping. In the Scar, this was simply the way of things. To hate what had made you. To love what destroyed you.

Seth had been a coward for too many years, and in a just world, he’d have either died like his father or burned with those merchants. What right did he have to turn away—from these people he still needed, the better future that might yet be possible, and that spiderweb’s shimmer he had glimpsed of Neri?

If Seth had not imagined that, perhaps hope remained. If not . . . then let Neri be somewhere better, free of pain and fear. Let the rest of them fix what they had broken. Let them create a world worthy of that sacrifice.

It was just a wish, and it was all so fragile. Such a delicate, impossible thing, and yet Seth clung to it, because without it, he feared they were all lost. And he wondered—was this what Jacen felt like when he prayed? For the first time in his life, Seth thought he understood.

If a god was something they made, then perhaps faith must be too. Not an immutable trait but a series of choices, day after day, even when one might never live to see them bear fruit.

So, let this choice be the first. He would stay. He would try. He would hope.

He watched them, the prophet and the mother of his god, a deep weariness settling into his bones.

They watched the stars.
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