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            One

         
         Flying a rock beetle was harder than it looked.

         
         “Lean your weight forward!” Kysa instructed me from the back of her own rock beetle, Rhyne. She had to shout to be heard over
            the hum of beetle wings moving so quickly they were nothing but a blur. “You’re leaning too far back in the saddle, which
            is telling him to fly up. Hunch your shoulders and put your weight over the saddle horn to make him descend.”
         

         
         Gritting my teeth, trying not to look down, I grabbed the saddle horn and leaned forward. Which was difficult, as Ratuk, my
            rock beetle, was ascending rather swiftly. I managed to throw my weight over the saddle horn, and the rock beetle immediately
            changed direction, flying toward the ground at an alarming speed.
         

         
         “Pull up!” Kysa instructed, flying after us. “Sit up straight to make him hover. Remember, he’s responding to your weight
            shifts in the saddle. The faster you move, the more aggressively he’ll react.”
         

         
         The cracked, barren ground was coming at us at rapidly. Stomach churning, I pushed myself off the saddle horn, trying desperately
            to find that equilibrium Kysa spoke of. Ratuk finally slowed, then came to a stop in midair, wings buzzing as he hovered about
            fifteen feet over the ground.
         

         
         My heart was racing. I sat perfectly still, afraid to move and send Ratuk flying into the air again. Kysa descended with Rhyne and hovered in front of me. The insect rider’s expression was subtly amused, as if she couldn’t understand how I was finding this so difficult. 

         
         It was easy for her, I thought. Kysa was a warrior of the Scarab Clan, the insect-riding nomads who wandered the Barren Steppes.
            She had grown up with the massive, armored rock beetles and knew everything about them. In her chitinous black armor that
            blended in with her mount, she even looked like she could be part beetle. I was a skinny street thief from the city of Kovass,
            which was not known for its population of giant insects. Flying a rock beetle was a new experience for me.
         

         
         “You’re shifting your weight a little fast,” the insect rider said, smiling from the back of her mount. Even for a rock beetle,
            Rhyne was enormous, with a shiny black carapace and a horn that was over four feet long. “Rock beetles feel even the slightest
            changes in their rider’s position. You don’t have to move much to tell them what to do.” She observed me sitting rigidly in
            the saddle and nodded. “We’ll try again tomorrow.”
         

         
         “No,” I panted. “I can do this.”

         
         Kysa shook her head. “Your mount is considerably riled up,” she said, watching the hovering rock beetle with concern. “His
            fighting spirit has awoken, and he is ready for battle. It is not advisable to continue now—let him calm down before we try
            again.”
         

         
         I slumped, then nodded. “All right,” I conceded. “Tomorrow, then. Um . . .” I peered over the beetle’s side at the ground.
            “How do I get him to land, again?”
         

         
         “Down, Ratuk,” Kysa said firmly, and the rock beetle drifted down until his six legs touched the earth. I slid from the saddle and let out an involuntary sigh of relief as my boots hit the hard-packed clay. Glancing at my mount, I gave his carapace a pat. 

         
         “Sorry, Ratuk,” I murmured, as the beetle’s shiny black gaze flicked back toward me. “I’ll try to be more coordinated next
            time.”
         

         
         The rock beetle twitched an antenna and turned away to chew on a dead bush. I sighed, shielding my eyes as I glanced up at
            the sun. Namaia, the second of the twins, hung low in the sky, indicating evening was about to fall. Out here on the Barren
            Steppes, a cracked, endless stretch of desolate earth and rock, the air still shimmered with heat, but the temperatures were
            marginally cooler now that night was approaching.
         

         
         Kysa landed Rhyne next to me with barely a thump. “We should look for a suitable camp,” she said, sliding gracefully to the
            ground. “There is a copse of thorn trees not far from here that would make a good stopping point. These flying lessons are
            taking longer than I anticipated.”
         

         
         I winced. “Hopefully I’ll do better tomorrow.”

         
         “You did nothing wrong,” Kysa told me. “The blame lies with me—I forget outsiders have no experience with rock beetles. They
            are used to steering their four-footed mounts with reins and bits. The rock beetles are much more sensitive and respond to
            far less guidance.”
         

         
         “Well, it was certainly interesting to watch,” said a new voice, as a bright-haired figure stepped around Ratuk and grinned at me. He wore a sleeveless dark brown jacket, fingerless gloves, and several belts around his waist and shoulders. The evening sun caught in his hair and made it glow amber. “But slightly terrifying for those of us still on the ground,” Halek the Fatechaser continued, deep blue eyes sparkling with mischief. “I don’t know if you were testing out a rock beetle’s diving speed, but you nearly made our good assassin’s heart stop.” 

         
         A sigh followed Halek’s statement, and my heart beat faster as Raithe appeared, gliding around the rock beetle like a shadow.
            Like me, he wore light, loose clothing and a hood to combat the intense rays of the twin suns. But the face within the hood,
            with his charcoal-gray skin, silver hair, and curved, pointed ears, was not human. He was iylvahn, one of the mysterious,
            long-lived people who resided in a city no outsider had seen. Or, according to Raithe, a city no one could remember. He was
            also a kahjai, a deadly assassin, who, not long ago, had tried to kill me. His eyes, pale blue and glowing softly within his
            hood, met mine, and my stomach fluttered.
         

         
         “Are you all right?” he asked, ignoring Halek, who quickly stepped aside, still grinning.

         
         “I’m fine,” I said. “I think Ratuk is more frazzled than I am. I’m sorry, Raithe—I know you wanted to get to Irrikah quickly.”

         
         Though the thought of what awaited us in the iylvahn city still made my insides curl. On the day that Kovass fell to the Deathless King, Raithe had insisted that I return to Irrikah with him, to see the queen of the iylvahn. Because on that day, I learned that I was something called Fateless. One who not only stepped outside the bounds of Fate set by the Weaver, but who could also unravel the fates and destinies of everyone they touched. One who ignored prophecy and—according to my adoptive father, Vahn—was an agent of chaos that could topple kingdoms, shift the future and, sometimes, change the course of the world. 

         
         It was a lot to accept, and even now, I wasn’t sure what it all meant or what anyone expected me to do. Raithe had told me
            that the queen needed to speak to the Fateless, but he wouldn’t tell me why. Even now, whenever I asked about the mysterious
            iylvahn queen, he was evasive in his answers, saying that she would explain everything when we got to Irrikah.
         

         
         I trusted Raithe, but I couldn’t shake a feeling of quiet dread whenever I thought of meeting the queen. The queen was also
            a seer. What would she tell me? That I was supposed to defeat the immortal, supremely powerful Deathless King? Or would she
            take one look at me and announce that I wasn’t Fateless at all?
         

         
         Honestly, I didn’t know which would be worse.

         
         Raithe shook his head. “Learning a new skill isn’t done in a day,” he said. “And, given the nature of rock beetles, I would
            prefer you learn how to fly one slowly, rather than have to try to catch you if something goes wrong. Besides, given what
            Kysa has said, I don’t think we can fly them all the way to Irrikah.”
         

         
         “Correct.” Kysa nodded. “It takes an enormous amount of energy for rock beetles to lift themselves off the ground,” she explained, “and even more for them to remain in the air, especially if they’re carrying passengers or cargo. Think of your common horses—you cannot expect to ride a horse at a full gallop across the desert for long. The same is true for rock beetles. They can fly for a short amount of time, but they’re not built for sustained flights and will quickly exhaust themselves. It is more practical to intersperse short flights with walking them overland, and reserve most of their flying for battle and defense.” 

         
         I remembered when we’d been attacked by swarming fire-jaw ants and all four of us had climbed onto Rhyne to escape the horde.
            The rock beetle had managed to lift himself off the ground and away from the swarm, but he couldn’t ascend very far with all
            four of us clinging to his back. Still, the fact that he’d gotten off the ground at all was testament to the rock beetle’s
            strength, and I told Kysa so.
         

         
         “Yes,” Kysa said. A faint smile crossed her face as she glanced at her mount. “Rhyne is the strongest rock beetle I have ever
            known.” The pride in her voice was evident. “If it had been any other than him that day, I’m not sure we would have survived.”
            She gave me a firm look. “Now it is your turn to prove to Ratuk that you are worthy to be a rider.”
         

         
         I suppressed a wince. Now, on top of meeting the queen, learning what it meant to be Fateless, and perhaps stopping a literal
            god from destroying the kingdoms, I was supposed to prove my worth to a giant insect?
         

         
         Sometimes I wished I could just be that simple thief again.

         
         

         “Sparrow.”

         
         Vahn stood before me in the robes of the ma’jhet, a bloody dagger clutched loosely in one hand. Bodies lay strewn around him, corpses of people I’d once known. Jeran, of course, lay at his feet, throat cut open, glassy eyes staring at me accusingly. The first life I had watched Vahn destroy. A thief named Dahveen sprawled a few feet away, the hilt of a sword jutting from his back. A large man called Bassig lay with his chest sliced open, scarred arms flung akimbo, beady eyes wide with shock. And the body of a woman, her dark hair wet with blood, slumped against the side of a building with her head bowed. I remembered Rala’s gentle smile whenever I came into her bar, the stories she used to tell me, and my heart felt as heavy as a mountain. 

         
         “You killed them,” I accused Vahn. “You and your Deathless King. You killed them all.”

         
         “And you killed me,” Vahn returned. His eyes were dark, his voice low and calm as he held my gaze. “So how are we any different?”

         
         He tossed the dagger at my feet, where it landed with a thump and a spray of blood. I looked down and found the blade clutched
            in my hand, my skin stained with blood nearly to my elbow.
         

         
         “You could have come home, Sparrow.” Vahn’s voice was a whisper into my heart. I looked up and saw him standing in the same
            place, only the black robes were gone, replaced with a simple tunic and hood as familiar to me as my own. He was no longer
            Vahn, leader of the ma’jhet; he was the Guildmaster of Kovass. The father figure I had known my entire life. Or I thought
            I had.
         

         
         “I wanted you to come home,” the Guildmaster went on. “We could have done so much, healed the world together. But you chose
            them over me. To put your faith in a group of strangers, rather than the man who was with you your whole life. What did I
            tell you about trust? It will destroy you in the end. Just like you destroyed me.”
         

         
         The scene shifted, or I might’ve glanced away, because when I looked at him again, Vahn was dead. The hilt of a dagger protruded from his chest, and his dark eyes gazed sightlessly into mine. 

         
         My vision blurred with tears. I blinked hard to clear them away, and when I opened my eyes, I was staring at a star-filled
            predawn sky.
         

         
         I slumped and ran a hand over my face. Another dream. They were so common now, I couldn’t even close my eyes anymore without
            seeing someone or something from my old life. Jeran, Vahn, the ma’jhet, the Deathless King; I would see one or more of them
            every night, and every night, people would die. At least the dreams were of the normal variety now, not the magical, heart-stopping
            nightmares the servants of the Deathless King had used against me in the past. Thanks to the magical tattoos of the Scarab
            Clan, I was no longer in danger of sleepwalking to my death, but I certainly didn’t feel like going back to sleep.
         

         
         Shifting to my side, I gazed around the campsite. Across a glowing firepit, Halek slept undisturbed in his sleeping bag. I
            could tell it was Halek from the gleam of bright hair and the snores coming from beneath the covers. Kysa, I had discovered,
            didn’t sleep lying down. Always prepared, the warriors of the Scarab Clan slept upright with their weapons in hand, ready
            to spring into action if needed. I spotted the insect rider sitting with her back against a large rock, chin on her chest
            and her spear leaning against her shoulder.
         

         
         Raithe’s sleeping bag, I suddenly noticed, was empty.

         
         Blinking, I sat up and gazed around the camp for the iylvahn. Exhaustion clawed at me, and for the briefest moment, old fears and suspicions reared their ugly heads. Had Raithe abandoned us and gone ahead to Irrikah? Had he left to tell his queen we were coming? 

         
         Stop it, I told myself. I shook my head, dissolving the doubt searching for a foothold into my heart. Raithe isn’t like that, and you know it. He promised he would take you to Irrikah. He isn’t like Vahn.

         
         Vahn.

         
         My throat closed up, and my eyes stung. Across the firepit, Halek stirred, his snores faltering for a few breaths. Afraid
            that I would wake him, I pushed back the covers and stood, shivering in the desert air. Without the warmth of the suns, the
            sand was cold, the air prickling my skin as I walked several paces from the camp.
         

         
         Finding a large, flat rock, I sat down and gazed out over the steppes, hugging my forearms for warmth. Beneath the single
            crescent moon, I could just make out the hazy outline of the Maze, the formidable, confusing labyrinth of canyons, cliffs,
            and mountain passes that marked the end of the Barren Steppes. Somewhere within that sprawling tangle of canyon and rock lay
            Irrikah, the hidden city of the iylvahn. Where the queen waited to speak to the Fateless.
         

         
         Shivering, I turned one arm over and pushed back my sleeve, revealing the elegant swirls of green ink crawling up my skin.
            Tattoos from the Scarab Clan lore keeper that both marked me as a member of the clan and protected me from the magic of the
            ma’jhet, the servants of the Deathless King. Magic that Vahn had used against me. Scrying, manipulation, even possession; Vahn had shown no qualms about using the most evil of tactics to get me where he wanted. He had nearly killed me and my companions multiple times before we’d finally sought help from the clan. 

         
         But there would be no more attacks against me, at least not from Vahn. He was gone now. After his most recent assault on the
            Scarab Clan using an army of abominations and undead, I had met the Guildmaster of Kovass face-to-face on the battlefield.
            And I had killed him.
         

         
         My vision blurred, and a drop splashed onto my arm and ran down the lines of ink. Bowing my head, I closed my eyes and tried
            to muffle the quiet sobbing, feeling like a fist was squeezing my insides. Vahn had lied to me my whole life. He had brought
            back the Deathless King and had manipulated, tormented, even tried to kill me. But for seventeen years, he had been my only
            family, the only person I’d ever tried to make proud.
         

         
         Now he was dead. By my hand. And the Deathless King was still out there, ready to conquer the world.

         
         I heard soft footfalls, which surprised me until I realized he wanted me to hear his approach. A heartbeat later, a hand touched my arm, gentle fingers curling over my wrist. Blinking, I looked
            up and found Raithe kneeling in front of me, pale blue eyes solemn beneath his hood. He met my gaze, not speaking, not offering
            sympathy or condolences; his eyes said everything I needed to hear. For a moment, I turned away, embarrassed. I had grown
            up in the Thieves Guild, where moments of weakness were shunned or exploited. And Vahn had been a servant of the Deathless
            King, who had tried to kill us all; I wasn’t sure if Raithe would understand why I would shed tears for him. Truthfully, I
            wasn’t certain, myself.
         

         
         “It isn’t wrong to mourn him.”

         
         Raithe’s voice was low and feather soft, brushing over my skin. I peeked up, and his gaze was only sympathetic. “All threads
            affect each other in the Weave,” he went on, referring to the great Tapestry of the World, where all souls were bound together
            by Maederyss, Goddess of Fate. “They are woven together in ways no one can anticipate or predict. When one thread is removed,
            for good or ill, every thread around it is changed. Everything that it touched is affected.” His other hand came up and gently
            brushed tears from my skin, sending a shiver all the way down my spine. “It is never wrong to grieve the cutting of a thread,
            even if removing that thread was essential to the rest of the Tapestry.”
         

         
         I swallowed and took a shaky breath to compose myself. “I still see him in my dreams,” I admitted. “Before, he was always
            trying to kill me. But now I’m the one . . .” My hands shook, and I clenched them against my knees. “Do they ever stop?” I
            whispered.
         

         
         “Eventually,” Raithe murmured. “One day, you won’t see him in your dreams any longer. But the scars will still be there. In
            time, they’ll fade, and they won’t hurt as much. But cutting a thread from the Weave . . .” One of his hands drifted to his
            own chest, as if he could feel a wound just beneath his skin. “It’s like Maederyss marks your soul so that you never forget.”
         

         
         My heart pounded. I was still getting used to this . . . sudden understanding, with Raithe. The realization that there was something between us, something that made my pulse race and my insides turn in wild circles when he was close. Acknowledging the wildest part—that he could feel the same way about me—was unnerving and terrifying, and it still made me want to slip into the shadows and disappear, but I was trying to be more open with Raithe. It was hard, lowering my guard, letting someone in; everyone from my old life I’d lost to betrayal. Vahn himself had warned me, multiple times, not to trust anyone. Not to depend on anything but myself. But I trusted Raithe. And Halek, and Kysa. If that came back to haunt me in the future, so be it. I would deal with it when it happened. Tonight, I wanted to believe that, whatever this was, whatever I had with him, it was real. 

         
         Raithe was still watching me, his gaze soft. My hand rose and gently touched the side of his face, and he closed his eyes.

         
         “Thank you,” I told him softly. “I know he did terrible things, and he almost succeeded in killing us, but . . . I still can’t
            forget the past seventeen years.”
         

         
         “Remember the man he was, Sparrow,” Raithe said. His eyes opened, and he gazed at me once more. “Grieve the person you loved
            and hold those memories close. We all have to find our peace.”
         

         
         My vision blurred. Bowing my head, I leaned forward, and his arms wrapped around me. I relaxed into him, listening to his
            quickening heartbeat, feeling the faintest shiver course through his body. A small part of me still recoiled, that innate
            caution of a street thief who had always kept her distance, who didn’t like feeling trapped or vulnerable. But it was getting
            easier to stifle her fears. I’d told myself that I would trust Raithe. I would not believe that he would betray me.
         

         
         You wouldn’t have thought that of Vahn, either, the cynical thief whispered, even as I tried to shove her down. Raithe is an assassin who serves the iylvahn queen. Where do you think his loyalty really lies?

         
         Stumbling footsteps broke the silence. I pulled back and saw Halek’s bright form shuffling from camp toward a cluster of prickly
            bushes. He didn’t seem to notice us. I watched him lurch to a halt in front of the bushes and fiddle with his belt buckle,
            and I quickly looked away.
         

         
         Raithe rose easily, holding out a hand. “Let’s get back to camp,” he said, and I let him pull me to my feet. “There’s still
            maybe an hour till dawn. You should try to sleep while you can.”
         

         
         A loud yelp startled us both, causing me to jerk up and Raithe to put his hand to his sword. Halek was stumbling back from
            the clump of bushes, eyes wide and fixed on something in the shadows.
         

         
         We rushed over as the Fatechaser finished buckling his belt and turned. His expression was caught between a grimace and a
            maniac grin. “Oh, that was close,” he breathed. “That would not have been a pleasant way to go.”
         

         
         I looked over at the bushes and saw a ripple of movement beneath the branches, as something long and slender slithered back
            into the darkness.
         

         
         “That was a dust adder,” Raithe said grimly, causing my stomach to turn. Dust adders were small, sand-colored serpents with
            one of the most potent venoms in the world. Way out here, miles from any city or antitoxin, a bite would be fatal.
         

         
         “It didn’t bite you, did it?” I asked Halek, who gave me a sheepish grin.

         
         “No, though it did try. Can’t say I blame it—if someone poured a stream of piss on my head while I was sleeping, I wouldn’t be happy, either.” The grin turned into a pained grimace. “Thankfully, it missed what it was striking at, which was very fortunate for me. Dying from certain parts swelling and falling off would be a very inglorious way to meet my fate.” 

         
         I looked at Raithe and saw that even he was wincing.

         
         “You were careless.” A sharp voice broke the silence. Kysa strode up with her spear in hand, apparently having caught the
            end of the conversation. “Everyone knows you must always watch where you put your feet—or any body part, for that matter—in
            the Barren Steppes.” She gave Halek a look of tired exasperation. “Attempt to use more caution, Fatechaser. None of us will
            be pleased if you die of your own idiocy.”
         

         
         “Oh, trust me, I wouldn’t be pleased, either. Not with that fate.” Halek glanced at the clump of bushes and shuddered. “Though
            I will admit, that story would have been tragically hilarious. Times like this, I think Maederyss has a very twisted sense
            of humor, especially when it comes to Fatechasers.” He shook his head and sighed. “Sometimes I wish I could just ask her what
            my fate will ultimately be, you know? Get it over with.”
         

         
         A ripple of horror shivered through me, as Kysa blinked at him. “You would want to know the moment of your death?” she asked
            incredulously. “You know you cannot change your story in the Weave. Every teaching says that those who try to avoid their
            fate just put themselves on the path to meeting it.”
         

         
         “Hey, I’d be okay with that.” Halek laced his fingers behind his head and shrugged. “At least I could prepare myself. And if my fate was ‘you are going to be bitten by a poisonous snake in the middle of the desert and die after your man parts shrivel up like a slug on a skillet,’ then at least I would know. I wouldn’t be happy, but I would know.” 

         
         Kysa shook her head and turned away. “I am going back to sleep,” she announced, striding toward the campfire. “Wake me at
            suns rise, if I am not already up.”
         

         
         Halek scratched the back of his neck and gave us another sheepish grin. “I think our good rider has finally grown tired of
            me,” he said in a resigned, cheerful voice. “Ah, well. I suppose it’s my turn for watch. Probably for the best—I wasn’t going
            to be able to sleep after that little encounter, anyway.”
         

         
         “Are you all right, Halek?” I asked worriedly. He grinned.

         
         “Oh, of course. You two get some sleep, and don’t worry about me.” He waved a hand at the bushes. “If I see any more dust
            adders, you’ll definitely hear me scream.”
         

         
         Raithe and I returned to camp and my pile of discarded blankets near the firepit. A sudden cold breeze hissed across the steppes,
            making me shiver and fold my arms to my chest. “Sleep,” I repeated, gazing at the smoldering embers of the fire. “I used to
            know her. She doesn’t like me much anymore.”
         

         
         “Let’s see if I can’t convince her otherwise,” Raithe murmured.

         
         He took his blanket from where it was lying on the ground and draped it around my shoulders. Surprised, I followed as he led
            me to the dying fire and sank down in front of it, drawing me with him.
         

         
         “Raithe . . .” My heart pounded he settled close and curled his body around mine, shielding me from the wind.

         
         “You haven’t slept since we left the Scarab camp.” His voice was a low murmur in my ear. “You’re exhausted. I can at least provide some measure of security before we reach Irrikah.” 

         
         My eyelids were heavy. Between the blanket, the fire, and the assassin at my back, I was cocooned in warmth. I could see Halek’s
            distant figure, pacing across the sand with his shoulders hunched against the cold. Had he had dodged Fate yet again, or was
            he always meant to avoid death tonight?
         

         
         “Raithe?” I murmured after a few moments.

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “Would you ever want to know . . . how you’re going to die? What your ultimate fate will be?”

         
         “No,” he said without hesitation. “There is a reason no one knows their fate. That kind of knowledge will easily drive you
            mad. Maybe someone like Halek would be fine, but for most of us, it would become an obsession.” He shivered, arms tightening
            around me. “I don’t want to know my fate,” he murmured. “I just know that the time I have now is a blessing from the Weaver.
            It’s what I do with the time before my thread is cut that matters.”
         

         
         I nodded, though my thoughts felt tangled. The Fateless had no fate, no destiny. What did it mean, if I had no thread in the
            Weave? If the goddess who wove the Tapestry of the World didn’t even know I existed?
         

         
         “Whatever you’re thinking, try not to worry about it tonight.” Raithe’s voice brushed against my ear, low and soft. One hand
            slipped below the quilt, long fingers gently squeezing my arm. “Sleep, Sparrow,” he whispered. “You’re safe. I’ve got you.”
         

         
         Leaning against Raithe, I let myself relax, and finally let sleep take me.

         
         

         After another hour of practice in the faint light of the dawn, I finally got the hang of flying.

         
         “Good!” Kysa called, swooping past me with Rhyne. “Yes, that is how to make him hover. Now order him to descend.”

         
         “Down, Ratuk,” I called, making sure to use the firm voice Kysa insisted on. The rock beetle immediately sank straight back
            toward the hard-packed earth.
         

         
         “Ascend!” Kysa ordered.

         
         I grabbed the saddle horn and leaned back, careful not to simply throw myself backward and cause the beetle to zip into the
            sky. Ratuk instantly changed directions, flying upward with the hum of translucent wings. I leaned slightly to the left, and
            he turned, flying around to face Kysa, who gave me a nod of approval.
         

         
         “I think you have it,” she said. “Or at least, I am no longer afraid Ratuk will fly off with you and not come back. That happens,
            sometimes, with rock beetles who don’t respect their rider. Or they try to shake them off in midair.” She gave a tight smile
            that showed she was not joking in the slightest. “But you seem to have learned at least the basics of flying, so order him
            to land.”
         

         
         I did, and the rock beetle easily drifted down until all six legs touched the cracked earth of the Barren Steppes. I slid
            out of the saddle as Ratuk folded his wings beneath his carapace, translucent green membranes vanishing under the rock-hard
            shell.
         

         
         “Good boy,” I whispered, giving that carapace a pat. Ratuk snorted and raised his head, more interested in a dead branch poking
            out of a boulder than me.
         

         
         I turned, meeting Raithe’s eyes as he and Halek joined us. The iylvahn gave me a nod and a small smile. “Well done,” he said quietly, as my insides warmed with approval. “I’m glad our shared curse with giant insects doesn’t extend to rock beetles.” 

         
         A chuckle escaped me. Twice in our journeys together, we had been attacked by large, aggressive insects, and we’d ended up
            saving each other from certain death on both occasions. One had been the frenzied swarm of bloodthirsty fire-jaw ants; the
            other had been an enormous spider-scorpion abomination sent by minions of the Deathless King to kill us all. Both cases had
            been terrifying; I was glad Rhyne and Ratuk were gentle giants. Or at least, more interested in chewing on rocks and trees
            than our bones.
         

         
         Halek grinned and cast a glance at Solasti, the first sun climbing slowly into the cloudless sky. “Well, now that we have
            two beetles to ride, do you think we can reach the Maze before Demon Hour?”
         

         
         Kysa raised a brow at him. Demon Hour was that point in time when both suns shone directly overhead, turning everything beneath
            them into a shimmering landscape of heat and misery. No one wanted to be caught outside during Demon Hour, as the heat could
            blister your skin and cook the very air in your lungs. Out on the Barren Steppes, it was even worse; there was little shade
            and very few crags and crannies to hide in. Traveling at night was impractical as, depending on the season, true dark lasted
            only four to five hours. The twins were jealous rulers of the sky, loathe to leave it for long. So if you couldn’t find shelter
            during Demon Hour, the result would be a very slow, agonizing death beneath the relentless glare of the tyrant suns.
         

         
         Fortunately, Kysa had a tent, and the two rock beetles seemed the only creatures alive who could withstand the heat. Still, even under shelter, I didn’t want to have to go through Demon Hour out on the steppes if we could avoid it. 

         
         Raithe gazed toward the horizon, where the hazy line of cliffs could barely be seen in the glare of the sun. “I expect we’ll
            reach the edge of the Maze before Demon Hour,” he said. “Unfortunately, from there, we’ll have to walk, but at least we’ll
            be sheltered from the twins inside the Maze.”
         

         
         “Walk?” Halek blinked. “We have giant flying bugs. Why not just fly into Irrikah? I know we can’t fly long distances, but
            it won’t be that much farther, will it?”
         

         
         “You can’t,” Raithe said calmly. “Irrikah lies at the center of the labyrinth, and it’s protected by the magic of the queen.
            Even if you fly over the Maze, you won’t see the city. The only way into Irrikah is through the Maze, and only if you have
            an iylvahn guiding you. Outsiders won’t be able to find the entrance, no matter how hard they search.”
         

         
         “Ah,” said Halek, nodding. “That makes sense. Also explains why the iylvahn city has remained hidden, even after all this
            time.” He stretched and glanced at the two rock beetles waiting patiently behind us. “Well, the day’s not getting any longer,
            and we’re wasting suns’ light. Shall we go? I’ve always wanted to see Irrikah—there are so few stories about it, and I want
            to see if it lives up to its mysteriousness.”
         

         
         I suppressed a wince. There were so few stories about Irrikah because everyone who visited the mysterious iylvahn city forgot nearly everything about it when they left. According to Raithe, the only memory any non-iylvahn would keep of Irrikah was that it existed, somewhere in the Maze. But everything within the city—the layout, the people, what it looked like—would fade from memory and be lost. 

         
         It was all part of the magic the queen used to keep her people safe. And yet another reason to fear her.

         
         Raithe glanced at me, and perhaps he saw the emotion in my eyes, for his brow furrowed and he stepped closer. “Will you be
            able to do this, Sparrow?” he asked. “Can you fly us to the edge of the Maze?”
         

         
         I took a deep breath and nodded. “Yes,” I told him. I had promised myself I would stop running, even from things that terrified
            me. Besides, I was tired of the uncertainty. I wanted to know, once and for all, if I was the Fateless or just the insignificant
            thief I had been all my life. Meeting the iylvahn queen wouldn’t be nearly as frightening as confronting the Deathless King.
            At least she wasn’t trying to kill me.
         

         
         I hoped.

         
         Kysa made a sharp clicking noise, and the two rock beetles stopped what they were doing and turned, huffing, to face us. “Let
            us go, then,” she said, and swung easily into Rhyne’s saddle. “I know I said that flying a rock beetle for long periods of
            time was impractical, but we can at least get a head start on the twins.” Glancing down at us, she held out an arm. “Fatechaser,
            you’re with me.”
         

         
         Halek grabbed the arm and swung into the saddle behind Kysa. “I guess now isn’t a good time to admit I have a fear of heights,”
            he said with a wry grin.
         

         
         Kysa shook her head. “Not at all,” she replied. “It won’t change anything. If you start to feel queasy, I suggest closing your eyes.” 

         
         I swung into Ratuk’s saddle and felt Raithe settle easily behind me. His arms wrapped around my waist as he leaned close,
            his calm, steady breathing comforting against my back. Across from me, Kysa gave a single nod. At our spoken command, the
            rock beetles rose into the air, their wings a constant drone in our ears, and we flew off toward the distant mountains.
         

         
         Thankfully, despite my secret fears that Ratuk would decide to shake us off or ignore the commands of his new, incompetent
            rider and go flying back home, the journey to the Maze was uneventful. The Barren Steppes stretched out before us in all their
            flat, empty glory, an endless red wasteland of clay and rock, broken up by jutting crags and sparse vegetation. I caught fleeting
            glimpses of life, even out here. Flocks of stonebeak birds, flightless and long necked, roamed the scrubland. Distant columns
            of smoke, drifting into the sky, signaled the presence of other clans that called the steppes their home. On the horizon,
            the hazy mountains loomed closer, marking the end of one journey and the beginning of something new.
         

         
         Namaia soon followed her sister’s ascent into the sky. With the arrival of the second sun, the heat became an almost physical
            thing, pressing down from above, searing my shoulders and the top of my head. Even through the hood, I could feel the relentless
            glare blazing into me. Our voyage consisted of short bursts of flying followed by a period of walking to let the beetles recuperate.
            Still, it was far faster than having to trek all the way across the Barren Steppes on foot.
         

         
         The mountains grew larger and larger, until we finally reached the base of the massive line of cliffs, crags, and sheer walls stretching high overhead. The Maze, as it was appropriately called, was once a range of unbroken mountains, until an earth-shattering quake from the War of the Kings had fragmented them, turning the entire range into a labyrinth of narrow cliffs, deep chasms, and canyons soaring to dizzying heights. All sorts of creatures, benign and terrifying, were said to wander the Maze, and, according to Raithe, there were depths of the labyrinth no one had ever set foot in. 

         
         And somewhere deep within the Maze, sequestered from everyone, was Irrikah, the hidden city of the iylvahn, and the queen
            who waited to speak to the Fateless.
         

         
         Demon Hour had just reached its peak when we ducked beneath an enormous slab of rock lying against one of the cliff faces.
            It looked like part of the cliff wall had broken off and fallen against another rock face, providing much-needed shelter from
            the suns. I breathed a sigh of relief as I slid from the saddle, grateful to be out of the relentless glare of the twins.
         

         
         Halek dug a canteen out of Rhyne’s saddlebags and took a long draft before sliding off Rhyne. “You know,” he said cheerfully,
            “I’ve heard some very, very old legends from distant lands that claim there used to be only one sun in the sky. Can you imagine?
            A world with no Demon Hour, what would that be like, I wonder?” He shrugged and sat down, tucking the waterskin beside him.
            “Of course, they also said the world used to be green and lush and filled with water. That would’ve been a sight to see.”
         

         
         I glanced at Raithe, remembering something he’d once told me. That the world had been green and lush during the age of the Deathless Kings. Before they’d started fighting. Before the war essentially destroyed
            the world, turning it from vibrant kingdoms filled with life to the sun-blasted wastelands that were all anyone had known
            for thousands of years.
         

         
         It was hard to imagine such a world. It was even harder to imagine what one insignificant thief, Fateless or not, could do
            against the limitless power of a Deathless King.
         

         
         I supposed I would have to meet Raithe’s queen to discover if I was expected to do anything at all.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Two

         
         Raithe had disappeared again.

         
         I blinked, gazing around the rock cleft. A few feet away, Halek dozed with his chin on his chest, a dice cup held loosely
            in his fingers. From the angle of the light and the faintly cooler temperatures, I could tell Demon Hour was starting to wane.
            Kysa stood beside Rhyne, tightening saddle straps, making sure everything was in place. Frowning, I rose to my feet and walked
            over. Ratuk huffed at me as I approached, and I patted his nose horn.
         

         
         “Where’s Raithe?” I asked the insect rider. I hadn’t been asleep for long, a few minutes at most. Had the iylvahn waited until
            I was unconscious before he’d slipped away? Or was I being paranoid again?
         

         
         “He said he was going to scout ahead to make sure the path was clear,” Kysa replied without looking up. “I expect he’ll return
            when his task is done.” She did pause then, glancing over her shoulder with dark eyes, as if knowing what I was thinking.
            “If you are planning to look for him, I would suggest not going far,” she told me in a firm voice. “This place is called the
            Maze, after all.”
         

         
         I nodded. “I won’t be long,” I promised, and slipped into the narrow crevices of the Maze.

         
         I almost didn’t see him

         
         Rounding a rocky corner, I spotted movement in the passage beyond and instinctively ducked back, pressing myself to the stone.
            Raithe’s loose white and gray clothes blended almost perfectly into the stony walls of the Maze; if I hadn’t caught that flicker
            of motion, I wouldn’t have seen him until it was too late.
         

         
         He wasn’t alone.

         
         Something shifted above him on the canyon walls, the ripple of movement that had caught my eye. For a moment, it looked like
            a section of the canyon wall had detached itself from the whole and was crawling toward him. As it moved, it changed color,
            resolving itself into an enormous lizard with a broad head, splayed feet, and huge orange eyes. A rider sat atop the lizard’s
            back, also dressed in mottled gray and white, perfectly camouflaged against the stones.
         

         
         A second lizard and rider appeared opposite the first one, seeming to melt out of the stones. The pair of huge creatures crawled
            down the vertical walls as easily as a spider, until they were perched only a few feet away from Raithe.
         

         
         My mouth went dry, but Raithe didn’t react, except to nod to both riders. Words were spoken, but the snatches of conversation
            I caught were in a strange, lyrical language I didn’t recognize. One of the riders pointed in the direction of our camp, and
            Raithe shook his head.
         

         
         As I peered around the stone, trying to see everything while still remaining hidden, a loose rock slipped under my boot. Instantly, I jerked back, pressing myself to the cliff wall, my heart roaring in my ears, as I listened for indications that I had been discovered. The conversation in the passageway stilled for several terrifying heartbeats, and I held my breath. 

         
         Finally, the voices in the corridor began again, though they didn’t last long. I heard a slithering sound and dared peek around
            the corner to catch the lizards and their riders crawling up the cliff walls. The last thing I saw was their thick tails vanishing
            over the rim before they were lost from sight.
         

         
         Raithe was no longer in the passageway.

         
         I straightened, my heart squeezing in my chest. The place where the iylvahn had stood moments before was empty. I didn’t know
            where he’d gone, where he was now, but I knew I had to get out of here.
         

         
         I slipped quietly down the narrow passage, took the first turn on the left . . . and ran right into him.

         
         “Sparrow.”

         
         His tone wasn’t angry, but it wasn’t exactly amused. Those pale eyes peered down from the shadows of his hood, the gaze expressionless.
            “I told Kysa I would be back. You didn’t have to come after me.”
         

         
         “Who were those people?”

         
         Raithe hesitated, as if reluctant to say anything, then sighed. “Ellel Dorei,” he answered. “Scouts of the Maze. They patrol the walls and take note of everything that enters or leaves the labyrinth. They have permission from the queen to deal with potential threats as they see fit.” He scanned the walls above us, as if he could sense invisible eyes watching us from the cliffs. “I knew they’d spotted us earlier. I wanted to make sure there would be no misunderstandings when we entered Irrikah.” 

         
         “Why didn’t you say anything?”

         
         “Because outsiders are not supposed to know the Ellel Dorei are there,” Raithe said. “They are the ghosts of the Maze, invisible
            yet seeing all. They are the first line of protection for the city—their effectiveness comes from people not knowing they’re
            being watched.”
         

         
         “Oh.”

         
         Raithe sighed. “There are many things I cannot tell you about Irrikah, Sparrow,” he said. “We are a very secretive people,
            and the queen wishes for us to remain that way. For now, trust that everything I do is for the safety of the group. Once we
            get to Irrikah and you meet the queen, you’ll understand.”
         

         
         I nodded. I still didn’t like it; Vahn had told me the same thing once: There were things about the guild that he couldn’t
            share. I’d accepted it back then; the Guildmaster had his secrets, and it wasn’t any of my business. Except, it was. He’d
            been lying to me my whole life, and when his secrets had finally come out, the Deathless King had destroyed the city.
         

         
         We returned to the others, and found that Kysa had already saddled both Rhyne and Ratuk. Solasti had finally moved on, leaving
            the skies to her sister, Namaia, who was casting long shadows over the cliff walls.
         

         
         “We are ready to continue,” Kysa told Raithe as we ducked beneath the rock ledge. “However, I don’t believe it is a sound idea to fly inside the Maze. From what I can see, the passages are narrow, and there are many sharp turns. Walking will be slower, but I would rather do that than have either of our mounts slam into a wall or clip a wing on a sharp curve. Crashing your beetle is not a pleasant experience.” 

         
         “Ah.” Halek grimaced. “I can imagine. Not that I’m suggesting this, but I’m guessing walking along the top of the Maze is
            a no-no.”
         

         
         “You’ll never find Irrikah if you go that route,” Raithe said. “The magic over the city makes it impossible for anyone, even
            its citizens, to enter from above. Not to mention, you’ll draw the ire of certain people who might see such actions as an
            attack. To reach Irrikah, we must go through the Maze.”
         

         
         “No shortcuts, then.” Halek sighed. “Fair enough.”

         
         “Also,” Raithe added, and his pale eyes flickered to me, “once we’re inside, it is vitally important to stay together. The
            Maze is dangerous on many levels. Not only is it easy to get lost, but there are things in the labyrinth that you don’t want
            to run into. Generally, the paths we’ll be taking are safe enough, but I want you to be prepared in case we do meet something
            wandering the Maze.”
         

         
         “Just out of curiosity, what type of ‘something’ are we talking about, exactly?” Halek wanted to know. “Are we talking angry
            ghosts, the souls of those who became lost in the Maze and are now cursed to wander it for all time? Or are these more flesh-and-blood-type
            creatures with large fangs and claws, who love to snack on lost travelers?”
         

         
         “I have never met a spirit within the Maze,” Raithe answered, much to my relief. “However, there are stories of iylvahn who swear they have seen figures in the passageways or following them through the labyrinth. There is a rather famous story of a kahjai who met a wounded brother lying against the rocks not far from the city. He offered help, but the wounded man begged him to first retrieve his ancestral blade from a creature he had killed. He had struck the creature a mortal blow, and it had fled with his sword between its ribs. Its lair was just around the corner, but when the kahjai went to retrieve the blade, he found the sword lying in the skeleton of some massive beast. And when he returned with the blade, the wounded man was gone. All he found of him was a long-corroded dagger lying in the rocks.” 

         
         Raithe paused, as if he knew his story was causing my skin to prickle, before a faint smile crossed his face. “But, like I
            said, I have never met any kind of spirit within the Maze. The things we have to be worried about are the ones with large
            teeth and claws. But we shouldn’t see them. The most dangerous creatures wander the deepest parts of the labyrinth and are
            never seen except by those unlucky enough to become lost. We won’t have that problem. Still, stay together and be on your
            guard. We should reach Irrikah by nightfall.”
         

         
         We entered the Maze, Raithe leading, the rest of us on foot as well. Rhyne and Ratuk plodded quietly behind us as we slipped into the narrow, looming corridors of stone and rock. More often than not, the passages were large enough to allow the beetles to traverse them side by side. Sometimes, however, we had to walk single file through tight crannies and crags that scraped the beetles’ shells. At least it was cooler in the Maze than out on the steppes. The walls were so steep, the light rarely penetrated to the ground, cloaking us in shadows that grew darker the farther we traveled into the labyrinth. I kept my eyes trained on the cliff faces, searching the walls for movement. But if we were being followed or tracked by mysterious lizard riders, I never saw them. 

         
         “You know, when I was in the village of Jihbel, there was this popular pastime called weasel running.” Halek’s voice bounced
            off the cliff walls and reverberated through the passageways. “Two handlers would send their sand weasels through opposite
            ends of a maze, and there would be a dead chicken or a piece of meat or something in the very center. People would bet to
            see which weasel reached the center first, and when they did, they would bet on which weasel would tear the other apart. It
            was a rather bloody sport. Sand weasels are vicious.”
         

         
         “Barbaric,” Kysa said flatly. “And pointless. Training an animal for battle is one thing. Exploiting their pain for wealth
            is the mark of a coward, not a warrior.”
         

         
         “Well, I never bet on those fights,” Halek said with a shrug. “I’m just saying I feel a bit like those weasels now. Hoping
            there’ll be a dead chicken in the center of the maze. Or, in this case, a city.”
         

         
         The Maze went on, winding canyons feeding into narrow, claustrophobic crevices. More than once, Raithe paused at an intersection,
            looked back at the rock beetles, then took us in another direction. Namaia sank lower in the sky, and the shadows grew longer,
            darkness falling over the lowest parts of the Maze.
         

         
         As we were pushing our way through a corridor of waist-high weeds, Halek suddenly let out a yelp and pitched forward. He vanished into the long grass, making me gasp and rush over to where he’d been. 

         
         “Halek, are you all right?”

         
         “Yep.” He popped up, grimacing and brushing at his clothes. His golden hair was full of grass and seeds. “I’m fine, I just . . .
            tripped over something, I think. What is that?”
         

         
         He nudged something in the grass with his foot, and it made a strange clinking sound as it turned over in the weeds. Frowning,
            I bent down to peer at it more closely, and my stomach clenched.
         

         
         A bleached skull grinned sightlessly up at me from the tangle of long grass, and I straightened quickly.

         
         Halek peeked over my shoulder, and his brows shot up. “Oh, it’s a skeleton, how lovely. That’s something you want to see when
            wandering a dangerous labyrinth with vicious beasts roaming around.”
         

         
         By this time, Kysa and Raithe had turned back as well and gathered with us around the clump of weeds. Kysa shoved the end
            of her spear into the skull’s eye socket and pulled it out of the grass, revealing half a rib cage with a single dangling
            arm attached. Many of the ribs were cracked and broken, as if the chest had been caved in by some tremendous force. The lower
            part of the skeleton was missing completely.
         

         
         “I thought these routes were supposed to be relatively safe,” Kysa said, glancing at Raithe, who was observing the skeleton grimly. “This was not a clean death. Whoever this was, something mauled him.” 

         
         “They are usually safe,” Raithe said. “At least, the well-traveled routes are. But as I said, many creatures wander the Maze,
            and it’s not impossible for them to find their way here. Let’s hope this is an isolated incident.”
         

         
         “Who do you think this was?” Halek wondered, watching as Kysa almost reverently lowered the skeleton to the ground and let
            it slide off her spear. “Another iylvahn?”
         

         
         Raithe shook his head. “The bone structure around the jaw and cheekbones is wrong,” he said. “I would say this was a human.”

         
         Something rustled in the long grass, and the hairs on my arms stood up. The grass parted, and a ripple of movement crept up
            behind the iylvahn.
         

         
         I drew in a horrified breath. “Raithe, behind you!”

         
         The iylvahn spun away as something exploded from the grass and flew toward him. I caught a glimpse of a long, lean body, hooked
            claws, and a gaping, tooth-filled maw, as the creature missed Raithe by a hair’s breadth and landed on a rock several feet
            away.
         

         
         My gut clenched. I’d first thought the creature was some sort of huge feline, like the great sand cats that prowled the dunes outside Kovass. But the monster facing us had a hairless body with pale, almost human skin. A series of chitinous barbs ran down its spine from its head to the tip of a long, whiplike tail. Its face had no ears or eyes, just a gaping maw filled with thin, needlelike fangs. But the most horrible thing about it was its front paws, which were shaped like bony human hands, the fingernails digging into the stone as it whirled around. 

         
         Halek let out a yelp. “What in the name of everything ugly is that?”
         

         
         At the sound of Halek’s voice, the thing jerked its head and sprang forward. It moved more like an insect than a mammal, scuttling
            from side to side, and it was terrifyingly quick, its body a pale blur over the ground. Halek threw himself aside, hitting
            the ground and rolling to his feet, but the monster spun in the space of a blink and was already on him.
         

         
         Suddenly it leaped back with a hiss, as Raithe’s sword cut through the space where it had been. Raithe pressed forward, slashing
            viciously with his blade, but the monster dodged every blow before it spun and vanished into the tall grass.
         

         
         I rushed to Halek, grabbing his wrist to pull him upright. He was breathing hard, and blood seeped down his arm from the monster’s
            claws, but he didn’t seem seriously injured. “Weaver’s blessing, that thing was fast,” he panted, gazing around with wide
            blue eyes. “I just blinked, and it was right on top of me.”
         

         
         “Stay alert,” Raithe said, quickly returning to us. “It’s not over. These creatures don’t give up the hunt. It will come for
            us again, so be ready.”
         

         
         I drew my daggers as Rhyne lumbered over with Kysa on his back, her spear in hand. “What was that thing?” I asked, glancing
            at the iylvahn.
         

         
         He met my gaze briefly, then returned to scanning the long grass. “It’s called a Sathis hound,” he replied. “Originally, they were used by the kings in the War of the Kings. Don’t let your guard down. They’re ambush predators, and they usually hunt in—” 

         
         With a scream, the creature lunged out of the long grass. I tensed, but just as it got within pouncing range, it veered aside
            and vanished into the weeds again. I had a split second to process this before spinning to face another monster in mid-lunge,
            jaws gaping as it came at me.
         

         
         Instinctively, I threw my arm up, feeling a blaze of agony as those jaws closed on it. It felt like hundreds of needles piercing
            my skin. The force of the pounce drove us both to the ground, and at the same time, I plunged my dagger into the monster as
            hard as I could, sinking the blade into the humanlike flesh.
         

         
         The monster shrieked and leaped backward, springing out of reach. Blood streamed down its side, vividly red against its pale
            skin. It snarled and whirled to dart back into the weeds, but a spear flashed through the air, striking the monster through
            the ribs just as it reached the long grass. It collapsed with a strangled hiss, thrashed for a moment, and then was still.
         

         
         Raithe was at my side in an instant, fingers closing over my uninjured arm, holding me still as I tried to get up. “Stay down,”
            he whispered as I looked up at him. But his gaze wasn’t on me; it was distant and staring at nothing, as if he was concentrating
            on hearing something rather than seeing it.
         

         
         Then he whirled back, and I saw the monster in midair, teeth bared as it flew straight at him. This time, Raithe’s sword flashed out and met the creature head on. A hot spray of blood splashed my face as the kahjai’s blade beheaded the monster and sent its skull flying into the cliff wall. The headless body continued through space until it collapsed to the ground, kicking and thrashing, and finally went still. I relaxed, breathing a sigh of relief. 

         
         And that’s when the third and fourth monsters attacked.

         
         I caught the movement from the corner of my eye almost too late. Two of them, each darting in from one side. I tensed, and
            saw the others turn to face the ambushers, raising their weapons as the monsters closed in.
         

         
         Suddenly, the creatures stopped. Just . . . froze, a lunge away in the grass. Their eyeless heads rose, as if sensing something
            on the wind. The rest of us went motionless as well.
         

         
         In an eyeblink, both creatures spun and leaped back into the weeds. It happened so fast, I barely caught it; one moment the
            creatures were there, the next, they had simply blinked from existence. A whisper of a breeze hissed through the stalks as
            the pale bodies flashed out of sight, and then everything fell eerily silent.
         

         
         A tremor went through the ground, and several rocks came loose from a cliff face, plinking down the stone walls. A new sound
            began filtering through the canyons, faint clicking and scraping, like thousands of knives tapping against the stones.
         

         
         “We need to move.” Kysa’s voice, low and tense, broke through the stillness. At her back, Rhyne and Ratuk were huffing and
            shaking their heads. “Quickly.”
         

         
         “Sparrow.” Raithe knelt beside me. His gaze flickered to my arm, alarm crossing his face. I didn’t want to look down, fearing
            it would hurt even more if I did. “Can you walk? We’ll have to bind that later, but right now we need to go.”
         

         
         My stomach turned over. Grabbing Raithe’s arm, I pulled myself upright, clenching my jaw around a gasp of pain.

         
         “Call Ratuk,” the iylvahn said, holding me on my feet as a wave of dizziness made my head swim. “The rules will have to be
            broken this once. We’re flying out of here.”
         

         
         “Ratuk,” I panted, and the rock beetle lumbered toward me. I scrabbled gracelessly onto his back, gritting my teeth as my
            arm screamed in agony with the motion. Raithe settled behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist, as Kysa leaped into Rhyne’s
            saddle and pulled Halek up behind her. The clicking, scraping sound was almost upon us now, making my skin crawl and sending
            chills up my spine. With all the echoes, it was hard to tell where the noise was coming from, but it sounded like it was on
            the other side of the canyon wall.
         

         
         “Get us out of here, Sparrow,” Raithe whispered behind me, and the genuine fear in his voice chilled my blood.

         
         “Up, Ratuk!” I called, and the beetle’s wings opened. With a buzz, we rose into the air and climbed toward the open sky.

         
         As we reached the top of the canyon wall, an enormous, monstrous skull appeared from the other side and followed us into the
            air. I jerked, causing Ratuk to veer sideways sharply, as something huge and horrific rose like a snake alongside us.
         

         
         My mouth went dry with terror. The skull peered down at us, hollow eye sockets tracking our movements as we hovered in front of it. Its bottom jaw gaped, pinchers extending like the mandibles of some ungodly insect. Hundreds of legs scraped over the stones, attached to the long, segmented body of a massive centipede. It towered over us, a blasphemous abomination, its front six legs gleaming in the sun like scythes. Raithe went rigid behind me. 

         
         “Ratuk!” I gasped. “Down!”

         
         One of those front legs streaked out like an arrow. I felt the wind from its passing above my head just as something struck
            the rock beetle with the force of a hammer. For the first time, I heard the rock beetle’s high-pitched shriek of pain. We
            plummeted toward the earth, and I clung helplessly to the saddle horn and braced for what was sure to be lethal impact. But
            then, at the last moment, Ratuk’s wings buzzed to life, slowing our straight downward plunge. He hit the side of a gully wall,
            careened off, and crashed to the earth. Both Raithe and I were thrown from his back, and the iylvahn pulled me to him, protecting
            me as we struck the rocky ground and rolled. The impact sent a blaze of agony up my arm, bringing tears to my eyes and a bloom
            of nausea to my stomach. We rolled to a painful stop and lay there, stunned.
         

         
         Ratuk. The ground swayed beneath me as I untangled myself from Raithe and looked around for the rock beetle. He lay on his back
            near the canyon wall, legs moving weakly, wings buzzing in sporadic twitches. He didn’t seem able to get up.
         

         
         With a hiss, the abomination’s head peered over the wall, hollow eye sockets fixing right on me, and then, with the scuttling
            of hundreds of legs, it slid into the gully with us. The terrible jaws gaped, mandibles grinding as it loomed overhead, enormous
            and completely unkillable.
         

         
         Raithe pushed himself to his feet. The faintest of smiles flickered across his face, his eyes heavy with regret. “Our curse with giant insects continues,” he said, and turned back to the monster. “Though I think it’s my turn to save us.” 

         
         “Raithe . . .”

         
         “Survive, Sparrow,” he whispered, and fearlessly strode toward the monster waiting at the edge of the gully. The abomination
            opened its jaws and reared up, silhouetted against the sky. The kahjai didn’t stop walking toward the death that awaited him,
            and the monster lunged.
         

         
         Brilliant light exploded into the canyon.

         
         I winced, shielding my eyes, as the light seared my vision, turning everything gold and white. The abomination hissed and
            recoiled, its legs scuttling over the stones, as a star or tiny sun seemed to appear in the air above us. A voice echoed into
            the canyon, not loud, but it made every stone, every rock and branch and blade of grass, tremble with power.
         

         
         “Fateless. You have come.”

         
         The light dimmed, fading away to reveal a figure hovering in the air before the abomination. My eyes watered, my vision still
            blurry from the fall and the light, so the features were hard to make out. But whoever it was, they were very tall, with long
            white hair flowing behind them in the wind.
         

         
         The abomination snarled and reared up, legs clicking and mandibles scraping together. Its scythe-like claws came flashing
            down, and my stomach clenched—I expected to see the figure cut cleanly in two. But the figure suddenly winked out of existence for a split second and appeared somewhere else in the space of a blink. Its head turned, observing the abomination in a bored, almost annoyed manner. 

         
         “Begone.”

         
         There was a pulse of immense power. It rippled through the ground under my feet and shivered through the air, making every
            hair on my body stand up. I’d felt that kind of power only once before, in Kovass, as I’d watched my city collapse around
            me.
         

         
         The abomination was already rearing back for another strike, front claws glittering in the sun. Suddenly, the monster went
            rigid. Its terrible jaws gaped, going wider and wider, as if two giant hands had grabbed those mandibles and were prying them
            open. The rest of its body writhed, legs scraping and clicking madly over the stones, but whatever force had it in its grip
            did not relent. The monster let out one high-pitched scream and then exploded, mandibles ripped away, upper half torn asunder
            in a spray of yellow goo. The ruined segmented body collapsed onto the gully wall and slid limply to the ground.
         

         
         My legs shook, and I locked my knees to keep myself upright, as the hovering figure turned from the monster’s limp body and
            drifted to the ground. It landed before me, and I gazed up into the face of a beautiful iylvahn woman, dark and elegant, standing
            head and shoulders above even Raithe. Her long hair was like the finest silver threads, drifting around her as if it had a
            mind of its own. She smiled at me, and it was like a god deciding to be merciful today.
         

         
         “Greetings, Fateless.” Her voice was a song, soothing and musical, burrowing into my mind. I could feel it coiling around my heart, weaving threads into my soul. “I am Sahmessyia, queen of these lands.” She raised both hands, indicating the Maze around us. “Welcome to my labyrinth.” 

         
         I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t speak. Obsidian-black eyes gazed down at me, ancient and empty as the Void . . . just like
            those of another who had the power to destroy the world.
         

         
         The queen of the iylvahn was a Deathless.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Three

         
         Raithe. Why didn’t you tell me?

         
         I took one staggering step back from the figure before me, knowing I could never outrun her. It was pure instinct, a sand
            mouse fleeing a snake.
         

         
         “You will not survive if you run, Fateless.” The queen’s voice was calm, but the power below the surface froze me in place.
            “Not with that wound. The bite of a Sathis hound will not heal without magical intervention. It will continue to bleed until
            you pass out and die.”
         

         
         I dared a glance at my arm. The entire sleeve was drenched in red; blood trickled from my fingers and dripped in a steady
            stream to the rocks. My stomach went cold, and I looked up at the queen again.
         

         
         “Don’t be afraid.” Those impassive eyes never wavered. “I can heal you. However, I must return to the city to do it. Unless
            one of your companions is willing to trade a bit of their life for yours?” She gazed around, her attention drawn to Ratuk,
            still lying on his back with his legs moving weakly. “Perhaps the rock beetle will suffice. It appears too injured to recover.”
         

         
         “Leave Ratuk alone,” I gritted out. I didn’t know what she was talking about, but there was no way I would let Ratuk trade his life for mine. The rock beetle had probably saved our lives already. 

         
         “My queen.” Raithe appeared, ghosting past me like a shadow. Without hesitation, he dropped to one knee before the iylvahn
            woman and bowed his head. “Forgive the Fateless. She doesn’t understand. Her only experience with a Deathless has been in
            Kovass, when the king destroyed the city right in front of her.”
         

         
         I glared at him, betrayal hot in my veins. He’d known. All this time we’d been together, he had been taking me to see another Deathless, knowing full well the horrors I had gone
            through in Kovass. Knowing the betrayal, the trauma, and the devastation that both Vahn and the Deathless King had inflicted.
         

         
         “Ah. I see.” The Deathless queen gazed at me again, and to my shock, I saw sympathy in her eyes. “I have already exhausted
            the life in this area to destroy the Bone Horror,” she said, glancing at the monstrous abomination lying crumpled by the wall.
            “I did this without touching you or your companions, but if I am to heal you, some living creature must agree to offer a bit
            of their life in exchange. Not much,” she added, as my insides chilled with horror. “Just enough to close the wound—as I said
            before, it will not heal on its own. We can either go to Irrikah, where there will be life in abundance, or someone close
            to you can make the offer.”
         

         
         We have the soulstone. We have the life that must be traded. That had been spoken by a ma’jhet, moments before Vahn killed Jeran in cold blood on the altar of the Deathless King. The
            life he traded to bring a Deathless back into the world. Or, another Deathless, it turned out. That was how the magic worked. The ma’jhet sacrificed the living to gain power, and the Deathless stole life from everything around them. 

         
         I shook my head and nearly fell as the ground swayed beneath me. “No,” I rasped, while the queen continued to observe me as
            if I were a particularly stubborn child. “I don’t want anyone . . . trading their life for mine.” Never again.

         
         “I know this concept can be frightening,” the queen said, and her voice was soothing. “But understand, Fateless, that I only
            do this with permission. If I am to take life from someone else, I must have their consent. That is the bargain between the
            iylvahn and me, and how we have existed for hundreds of years. I protect and nurture the city, but my power comes from my
            people, and I take only what is freely given. Their life is a gift that I use to keep this kingdom safe.”
         

         
         “Sparrow.” Raithe’s low, somehow broken voice drifted up from before the queen. Still on his knee, he turned his head very
            slightly, gazing at me over his shoulder. “She speaks the truth. The iylvahn have supported the queen since before the end
            of the war. Let her do this. We can’t lose you.”
         

         
         I clenched my fists, feeling the flare of agony pump even more blood down my arm. As it spattered wetly to the ground, I narrowed
            my gaze at the kahjai, ready to tell him what he could do with his truth. Honestly, I wasn’t feeling the most clear-headed
            at the moment; all I knew was the shock, hurt, and betrayal churning inside me like a storm.
         

         
         “Sparrow! Raithe!”

         
         The drone of beetle wings cut through the stillness. Rhyne buzzed over the wall and landed a few feet away, and both Kysa and the Fatechaser leaped out of the saddle. The queen didn’t move, but Raithe whirled around and stood, placing himself, I saw, between us and the Deathless. 

         
         “Sparrow, are you all right?” Halek lunged to my side, his gaze going from me to the iylvahn woman looming over us. “We saw
            you go down, and there was that light and then that monster just exploded, so I have literally no idea what is going on. Who
            is this? Do we need to rescue you?”
         

         
         “Halek.” Kysa’s warning tone sent chills up my back. The insect rider moved close, her spear not raised, but ready. Raithe
            also took one step forward, watching us with narrowed eyes, and my heart sank. He would protect his queen, a Deathless, from
            the rest of us. Bile burned the back of my throat as I stared at him. He had chosen his side, and it wasn’t with me.
         

         
         “Enough.” Despite the tension, the queen’s voice remained as calm and unruffled as ever. “I am Sahmessyia, queen of these
            lands, and yes, I am what your kind call Deathless. Rest assured, you have nothing to fear from me, but your Fateless is dying.”
         

         
         Halek jerked up at that, then seemed to notice the puddles of red at my feet. “I can save her,” the queen went on as his face
            paled. “It would take little effort on my part, but there is a cost involved. My power comes from the life energies around
            us. To heal the Fateless, I must take a small portion of that life into myself, but I will not take it without consent. Someone
            must offer that power willingly.”
         

         
         “Sparrow,” Halek breathed. He looked horrified, not at the Deathless queen looming over us, but rather at the blood streaming down my arm. Glancing up at the queen again, his jaw tightened. “Easy decision,” he said. “I’m offering. Take it from me.” 

         
         “Halek,” I rasped, but at that moment my legs decided to give out. Halek caught me, lowering us both to the ground, as my
            vision blurred and darkness wavered at the edges. “Don’t do it,” I whispered, clutching at his shirt. “I don’t want anyone
            else trading their life for mine.”
         

         
         “Sparrow, we’re not going to lose you.” Halek’s voice was more serious than I’d ever heard before. His blue eyes were determined
            as he met my gaze and smiled. “Even if I have to sell part of my soul to a Deathless, you are not going to die here.”
         

         
         “I have no interest in your soul,” the iylvahn queen said. “Just your life. And only a small piece of it—not enough to matter.
            You will not miss it, I assure you.”
         

         
         “Take mine, then,” I said. Even though the thought of it terrified me. The last thing I wanted was to have a Deathless turn
            her life-draining power in my direction. But I couldn’t let my friends sacrifice themselves, either. “Halek doesn’t have to
            do it,” I panted. “Use my life energy, and no one else has to suffer.”
         

         
         “It does not work that way, Fateless.” The queen regarded me as if I were a small child failing to understand a simple concept.
            “I cannot take the life force of the one I am trying to heal. Another soul must make that sacrifice.” She raised her hand
            in a casual gesture. “Of course, the power does not have to come from a single volunteer. Others may share the burden, if
            they wish.”
         

         
         I felt Kysa move up beside me, her gaze on the iylvahn queen. “My people swore they would never again bow to the will of the Deathless,” she said tightly. “We would rather die than be slaves to the magic of tyrants.” 

         
         “Warrior of the Scarab Clan.” The queen tilted her head very slightly at Kysa. “I remember your people. You were not mine,
            but I know your stories.”
         

         
         “Then you know our stance on magic. And the Deathless.” Kysa gazed down at me, then at the blood staining the ground, and
            her face tightened. “But the Fateless is part of my clan, and I will not allow another to take a blow that can be shared.
            If it will save her life, do what you must and take your power from me. This once, I am willing to make that offer.”
         

         
         “I am, as well.”

         
         This time, even the queen’s expression registered surprise as she turned to Raithe. “Even you, kahjai?” she asked. “Willing
            to offer part of your life for a human? Why?”
         

         
         “I swore I would protect the Fateless until we reached Irrikah,” Raithe answered in a voice dead of emotion. “I vowed I would
            get her safely through the Maze to the city within, and we are not there yet. This is part of my duty. The Fateless will get
            to Irrikah, as I promised, and then my obligation will be done.”
         

         
         Raithe’s words settled like poison in the pit of my stomach. So, everything he’d done had been just to bring me to his queen. Even the time he stood up to Vahn, the day I nearly lost him. Even that was only to get
            me to Irrikah safely. Was anything we’d shared real?
         

         
         “Interesting.” The queen gave the kahjai a lingering look, then turned back to the rest of us. “You have loyal friends, Fateless. Even my own, it seems. Very well.” She raised one arm in my direction, elegant fingers splayed wide. “I ask one last time,” she said, though the words weren’t directed at me. “What is lost is lost for good, and what I must take can never be given back. Are the three participants willing to offer a part of their lives to heal the Fateless?” 

         
         “Yes,” said Kysa, and Halek echoed her. I glanced at Raithe and, through blurry vision, I saw him nod once, though he wasn’t
            looking at me.
         

         
         The Deathless queen turned to me. “This will hurt,” she warned. “But only for a moment. Try to endure, Fateless.”

         
         My arm grew hot, radiating heat from fingers to elbow. Beneath my blood-drenched sleeve, my skin crawled. I could feel wounds closing, blood being drawn back into my body, the punctures in my arm shrinking. It felt like needles being pushed
            back through my arm, sealing the skin behind them. I hunched over the ground, holding my arm to my chest, clenching my jaw
            to keep the gasps contained. Vaguely, I was aware of Halek leaning close and his garbled words of encouragement, but I couldn’t
            focus on anything except my arm turning inside out.
         

         
         Finally, the pain faded. I took a shuddering breath and sat up, wincing as the world spun around me. Halek grabbed my shoulder,
            keeping me upright as I swayed. The queen lowered her arm, looking as calm and unruffled as she had when she first appeared.
            Then again, making a sixty-foot abomination explode without even touching it had been nothing for the Deathless. I wondered
            how much power that had cost her, and where she had taken it from.
         

         
         Almost against my will, my gaze went to Raithe. He still stood in the same spot, unmoving, but his gaze was on me now. For just a moment, the eyes beneath the hood were bright with worry and regret, his face shadowed with pain. Just for a heartbeat—or maybe it had been my imagination, because in the next blink, the emotion was gone and his eyes were only for the queen. 

         
         “It is done.” The queen gave us all one last look, then began to rise into the air. “I would take you all into the city, but
            that would require more sacrifice, which I am certain none of you wish to offer. So I will leave you now, but fear not. The
            paths are clear, the roads safe, and my kahjai knows the way.” She nodded to Raithe, who bowed his head. The queen smiled
            down at me, and it was like the sun coming out from behind the clouds. My breath caught at her beauty, even as I bristled
            at myself in protest. “Goodbye, Fateless. I await you in Irrikah.”
         

         
         A ray of sunlight passed through the canyon, making me blink, and the queen was gone.

         
         Halek pulled me to my feet, holding me steady as the ground tilted. Regaining my balance, I raised my arm and carefully pushed
            back my tattered sleeve. My forearm was a mess of blood, both sticky and dried, smeared across my skin. But the holes in my
            arm had vanished, leaving behind smooth, unbroken skin. Even the swirling green tattoos of the Scarab Clan looked untouched.
         

         
         The iylvahn queen is a Deathless. A Deathless just saved my life. And Raithe . . .

         
         I clenched my fist and looked up. The hooded figure of the iylvahn stood where his queen had vanished, watching me.

         
         “Sparrow.” Kysa’s firm voice snapped me out of my glare. “What of Ratuk, warrior?” she said. “Look to your mount.”

         
         Ratuk. Oh no.

         
         I hurried to where the beetle had fallen. He still lay on his back and was trying valiantly to right himself. His legs scrabbled
            and waved in the air, but he was so heavy that he couldn’t turn over. I put my shoulder against his shell and heaved, but
            it was like trying to move a boulder.
         

         
         “Halek, help me,” I panted, and the Fatechaser also put his back against the downed rock beetle and shoved.

         
         “Oof, nope, that’s not going to work,” he grunted after a moment. “Does anyone have a really long lever?”

         
         “Step aside,” Kysa ordered, and gave a sharp whistle that brought Rhyne lumbering over. The other rock beetle dug his horn
            beneath Ratuk’s shell and slowly walked forward, pushing him until Ratuk finally flipped over onto his feet. Ratuk snorted,
            shaking his head, and buzzed his wings like a dog shedding water. I gave a sigh of relief as he turned to me with a huff;
            the rock beetle seemed indignant and slightly disoriented, but not badly hurt.
         

         
         My relief faded as I saw Kysa staring grimly at Ratuk, shaking her head. “He’s injured,” she stated, making my stomach clench.
            “Look at his wing. The left one.”
         

         
         The rock beetle’s wings were normally hidden under their shell. Heart pounding, I turned back and gave Ratuk the order to open them. The rock beetle obliged, splitting his carapace and spreading the inner membranes, and my heart dropped. The shimmery green curtain of his left wing had a huge rip in the center, splitting the membrane nearly in two. 

         
         “He won’t be able to fly with that,” Kysa said, sounding graver than I’d ever heard, as if she had to announce the news of
            someone’s death. “Thankfully, it wasn’t torn off completely. The membrane should heal on its own, but it’ll take time.” She
            glanced at me, dark eyes narrowing. “You’re going to have to be very careful with him from here on out. Another injury to
            that wing might cripple him forever. And if that happens, the kindest thing to do is to put him down.”
         

         
         “Put him down?” Horror clutched my heart with icy fingers. “Just because he won’t be able to fly? He’d still be able to walk
            and do everything else, right? If he’s not in pain . . .”
         

         
         “And what happens when he tries to fly?” Kysa asked softly. “If the membrane is torn off, it will not grow back. He won’t
            understand why he can no longer do something that was as natural as breathing is to us. Are you going to let him struggle
            and crash into things as he tries over and over to figure it out?” She paused and looked at Ratuk, her normally stoic expression
            shadowed with concern. “A rock beetle whose spirit is broken won’t fight for you,” she went on. “It won’t follow commands.
            Sometimes it won’t even eat. Such rock beetles become hollow versions of themselves. In battle, they’ll refuse to fight, simply
            letting the enemy tear them apart. Or worse, they’ll flee from conflict entirely.” She shook her head, her eyes sympathetic.
            “That is no existence for a warrior. Should the worst happen, it is kinder to end their suffering than let them linger on
            in pain.”
         

         
         “I . . .” My heart twisted. Ratuk hadn’t been with us long. I had just barely learned how to fly with him. But he had saved us from the abomination, and he had never shown any fear or hesitation. What Kysa wanted me to do . . . 

         
         Her jaw tightened. “You don’t have to make that decision today,” she said. “His wing should heal, given time. But the welfare
            of the mount is the responsibility of its rider. You must decide what is best for him.” She paused, both her voice and her
            expression softening. “This is the worst fear for any warrior of the Scarab Clan,” she said. “I would not trade Rhyne for
            anything. But I know that, one day, I might be forced to make this decision. And I pray that I am strong enough to carry it
            out when the time comes.”
         

         
         My vision blurred with tears, and I squeezed them back, feeling buried under a landslide of emotion. Too much had happened
            all at once; I wanted to slip away from everything, find a dark shadow, and hide from the world until I was no longer drowning.
            For a second, I missed my old room in the Thieves Guild. It was humble and small, but filled with trinkets and things I had
            collected over the years. It had always been my corner, my private haven. There was no place I could feel safe now.
         

         
         “Sparrow.” Halek put a hand on my arm, smiling as I glanced up at him. “He’ll be all right,” he told me. “He’s just as tough
            as Rhyne, but even more importantly? He’s got you as his rider. How many rock beetles can say they’re carrying around the
            Fateless?”
         

         
         I sniffled. “It didn’t help him today.”

         
         “Or maybe it did,” Halek countered, his smile still in place. “That abomination would have killed us all. Do you think the queen of the iylvahn would’ve popped in for anyone but the Fateless?”
         

         
         Mention of the queen sent a chill down my spine and caused my stomach to turn wildly. I staggered back from him and looked
            at Raithe, who had come forward a few paces but was still watching us in silence.
         

         
         “When were you going to tell us, Raithe?” My voice shook as I glared at him. He didn’t answer, and I stalked forward. “When
            were you going to tell me that your queen, the one you convinced me to speak with, the one I ran away from Kovass to meet . . .
            When were you going to tell me that she was a Deathless? That seems like a pretty big thing to leave out.”
         

         
         “I, too, would like to know,” Kysa echoed behind me. And though her voice was calm, I could sense the anger directed toward
            the hooded figure before us. “You know my clan’s history with the Deathless,” the rider went on. “You know our thoughts on
            magic and its uses. You brought Sparrow to us to shield her from the Deathless King’s servants. And yet you deliberately led
            us here, knowing we would eventually meet one of the very creatures we have been fleeing this entire journey.” She took a
            step forward, her boots crunching over the rocks, to stand beside me. “If there is a viable reason for this secrecy, iylvahn,
            I should like to hear it.”
         

         
         “I don’t have a good answer for you.” Raithe’s voice was hollow, and he wasn’t quite looking at any of us. “Not one that you
            would accept. I made a decision, knowing I would have to face the consequences when we got to Irrikah. For what it’s worth,
            I’m sorry.”
         

         
         I clenched my fists. “I watched Kovass fall, Raithe,” I said. “I watched the Deathless King destroy everything I ever knew, and you were right there with me. You saw what he did, you heard everything, and you still never told me. Even when I asked you about the queen, numerous times, you never said anything.”
         

         
         “You lied to us, iylvahn.” Kysa’s voice sent a shiver up my back. She took another step forward, and I saw she was gripping
            her spear tightly. “Nearly half my clan was destroyed fighting the abomination the Deathless King’s servant brought down upon
            us,” she went on, staring hard at Raithe. “They died willingly, to protect the Fateless from the Deathless King. And now I
            find out that you serve another and you have been leading Sparrow right to her.” The deadly spearhead came down, pointed at
            the iylvahn. “If not for our battles together, the times we stood against the same enemy, I would call for a blood duel right
            here.”
         

         
         “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Kysa, Sparrow.” Halek stepped between us and Raithe, both hands held up in a soothing gesture. “Fighting
            each other isn’t going to help anything now,” the Fatechaser said in a surprisingly reasonable voice. “Trust me, I’m as shocked
            as you are, but this is not the greatest place for a discussion. Why don’t we get into the city and away from all the things
            that want to kill us before we try to figure this out.”
         

         
         “Into the city,” Kysa said flatly. “Where the Deathless queen is.”

         
         Halek shrugged. “We came all this way,” he said. “We can’t turn back now—where would we go?” He gestured at the ruined body of the massive abomination. “Besides, let’s not forget that the queen just saved Sparrow. If she wanted us dead, she would’ve let the abomination take care of it.” 

         
         My hand went to my forearm, where the Sathis hound’s needle teeth had sunk all the way to the bone. True, the queen had saved
            us, and she had healed my arm, but at what cost? Halek, Kysa, and Raithe had given up a piece of their lives.
         

         
         “Halek is right.” Raithe’s voice was a stranger’s, his expression cold and blank as he looked at us. “The queen isn’t like
            the other Deathless. She takes care of her people. She’s protected this city for thousands of years. Sparrow . . .” His pale
            eyes finally shifted to me, the mask slipping for just a moment. “If I believed she meant you harm, I would have never asked
            you to come.”
         

         
         I glared at him. “I don’t believe that, Raithe,” I said, and my voice shook even as I tried to stop it. “You’ve never been
            able to tell me what your queen wanted, or why I had to speak with her. You’ve been keeping secrets all this time, and I didn’t
            question it, because I trusted you. But now . . .”
         

         
         My eyes stung, hurt and anger burning even hotter through my veins. The fear I thought I had let go of—that everything Raithe
            had done, everything we had shared, the times we had laughed together, comforted each other, protected each other, it was
            all to bring me to his queen—came rushing back. How much of that had been real? And even if it was real, how much of it mattered?
            His duty and loyalty had always been to her.
         

         
         “Why didn’t you tell me?” I whispered, gazing at Raithe through blurry eyes. He studied me, his expression carefully guarded, the emotionless mask of the kahjai. “There were . . . so many times you could have told me, Raithe. On the strider, in Damassi, out on the Barren Steppes. You never said anything about the queen being Deathless. Were you afraid I would leave if I found out?” 

         
         “Yes,” Raithe said simply.

         
         My stomach turned over. I stared at him, stunned, and he let out a quiet breath. “I thought the thief I met in Kovass, who
            watched the Deathless King destroy her city and everything she loved, would run away and not look back if she knew she was
            going to see another Deathless,” he said.
         

         
         Bile burned my throat, and I turned away from him, hating both the iylvahn and the truth. Because the Sparrow he had met in
            Kovass, the Sparrow who belonged to the Thieves Guild, was concerned only with saving her own skin. She had been wary and reluctant to trust the kahjai assassin in the first place;
            if she’d known his queen was Deathless, she might’ve fled his presence altogether.
         

         
         Or maybe she wouldn’t have. Maybe she would have trusted him regardless. But it was useless to speculate what might’ve happened.
            That had been long ago. A lifetime, it felt like.
         

         
         Kysa let out an explosive breath. “We waste time,” she said, and her voice was hard. “The sun is setting, and as Halek said,
            we cannot turn back.” Turning to Raithe, she narrowed her eyes and gestured with her spear. “Take us to your city, then, iylvahn.
            Let us meet with your queen and see what she wants with the Fateless. But if I don’t like what I hear—if you have led Sparrow
            straight into the clutches of another Deathless who wants to use her—you will be the first one I come for. I promise you that.”
         

         
         Raithe didn’t answer. He nodded, then walked away, disappearing into the shadows that now cloaked the bottom of the Maze. Kysa whistled for Rhyne, and my stomach clenched as I looked around for Ratuk. The rock beetle stood passively in the same spot, his beady eyes locked on mine, and a lump rose in my throat as I walked up to him. 

         
         “Ratuk.” I reached out and put a hand on his carapace, my vision blurring. “You did good,” I whispered, blinking the tears
            away. “You’re going to be fine, I promise. I won’t let anything else happen to you.”
         

         
         The rock beetle made a puzzled chirping sound, nosing me very gently with his horn. I swallowed the tightness in my throat
            and stepped back. “Come on, then,” I whispered, and gathered the shredded remains of my courage. “We have a meeting with a
            Deathless.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Four

         
         Raithe said nothing as he led us through the rest of the Maze.

         
         I walked beside Ratuk, not wanting to put even the slightest strain on the grievously injured rock beetle, hoping that, somehow,
            he would be all right. Beside me, Kysa rode Rhyne in stony silence, her eyes hard and her spear continuously gripped in one
            hand. No one said anything. Even Halek was quiet as he walked behind me, sensing that this was not the time for lighthearted
            jokes. Truthfully, I barely felt or saw any of my companions; my mind had turned inward, reliving all the moments that had
            brought us here, realizing the full extent of Raithe’s intentions.
         

         
         Raithe’s queen was a Deathless. All this time traveling with me, protecting me, hiding me from the king, he had been planning
            to turn me over to another Deathless. Just as Vahn had intended to do with the Deathless King. I remembered the times I had
            asked Raithe about the iylvahn queen, who she was, what she wanted, why she wished to speak to me. He had always been evasive
            in his answers. This was why.
         

         
         What have I told you about trust, Sparrow? Vahn’s voice echoed though my head, cold and practical, causing my stomach to twist wildly. It is a weakness that will destroy you in the end. You trusted Jeran, and he betrayed you. You trusted me, and look what happened. The iylvahn and his people will do the same.

         
         My eyes stung, and my throat burned with poisonous tears. Vahn, Jeran, and now Raithe. I had trusted them, and they had lied
            to me. The Guildmaster had been right all along.
         

         
         No more. I clenched my fists, banishing the tightness still gathering in my chest. Enough of this, Sparrow. What’s done is done. You’re here now, and you said you weren’t going to run away. The queen has called
               for you, and you have to meet with her. But no one in this city can be trusted, not even Raithe. Especially not Raithe.

         
         Namaia had slipped below the horizon, and the shadows cloaking the floor of the Maze had grown very dark when Raithe led us
            around a bend in the pass that ended at a solid wall. Sheer cliffs soared up on either side, boxing us in, and there was no
            way out but back. For a moment, I thought the iylvahn might’ve lost his way, though it was hard to imagine the calm, efficient
            assassin becoming lost in his own Maze.
         

         
         And then there was a chilling, even shorter moment when I feared Raithe hadn’t lost his way. That this had been planned, and the Deathless queen would appear with a burst of light and a terrible smile,
            to snuff the life from all of us.
         

         
         Raithe paused, his gaze meeting mine over his shoulder, as if he knew what I was thinking. “This is one of the gates into
            the city,” he said. “It reacts to the presence of the iylvahn, no one else. We are very close to Irrikah now. Fatechaser,
            insect rider . . .” His gaze shifted to Kysa and Halek. “If you wish to leave now and not enter the city, I can find someone
            to guide you back to the beginning of the Maze. I won’t force you to step through the gates if you don’t want to.”
         

         
         He didn’t offer me the same, I noticed. I guessed he wasn’t giving me a choice.

         
         “Do not insult me, kahjai.” Kysa’s voice was calm and harder than steel. “I did not make a vow to protect the Fateless only
            to leave her at the gates of a Deathless city. Sparrow is still under my protection, because I no longer trust she is safe
            under yours.”
         

         
         If Kysa’s words affected Raithe at all, he didn’t show it. With a nod, he glanced at Halek. “And you, Fatechaser?”

         
         If this had been a normal evening, Halek would’ve laughed and regaled us with a story of how he had always wanted to see the
            mysterious city of the iylvahn, and how nothing would keep him away now that he was finally at its gates. Tonight, he simply
            nodded. “I’m here,” he said. “I’m not about to leave. Don’t worry, Sparrow,” he added, and smiled. “They won’t get rid of
            me that easily.”
         

         
         Raithe didn’t answer. Turning, he walked to the looming cliff before us, stretched out a hand, and pressed his palm to the
            rock.
         

         
         At his touch, the curtain of stone seemed to ripple, looking more like water than solid rock. It melted away, revealing an
            enormous gate behind it, a pair of huge statues flanking an archway protected by heavy stone doors. With a groan, the doors
            parted, swinging outward with a rumble that echoed through the canyon. A short tunnel lay beyond the arch, and a rush of warm
            air wafted through the opening, smelling of water, earth, and something I couldn’t didn’t immediately recognize. A moment
            later, I realized the scent was . . . vegetation?
         

         
         Raithe’s eyes glowed faintly in the shadows cast by the looming cliffs around us. “Welcome to Irrikah,” he said softly. “Not the introduction I would’ve hoped for, but we’re here. The queen’s palace is at the highest point of the city. Follow me, and stay close until we reach the summit.” 

         
         I took a furtive breath. There was no running away now, even if I wanted to. And I didn’t want to, I realized. I wanted to
            discover, once and for all, who and what I really was. With Kysa, Rhyne, and Halek beside me and Ratuk a hulking shadow at
            my back, I stepped forward, beneath the arch, and into the city of the Deathless queen.
         

         
         

         Through the arch, we entered the wide stone tunnel, and the air within felt strange. So strange, I didn’t have a word for
            it. I was used to the dry desert air, feeling it suck the moisture from my body; this was almost the opposite: steamy and
            somehow . . . wet. I hadn’t known air could be wet, but there was no other way to describe it.
         

         
         Then the tunnel opened up, walls falling away, and my mind went completely, utterly blank while I stared at the vista before
            me.
         

         
         Raithe had spoken about Irrikah once. Back in Damassi, I had asked him what the iylvahn city was like, and he’d said that,
            because of the way the queen’s magic worked, I wouldn’t remember anything we spoke about. I would recall that we’d had a conversation. I might even remember that it was about the city, but all the details of Irrikah itself would slip from my
            mind and be lost. It was just another way the iylvahn queen kept her people safe.
         

         
         He was right; I couldn’t remember anything of what he’d told me about Irrikah. I couldn’t recall if he’d mentioned it was this beautiful, this . . . green. 

         
         The city before me defied belief. I gazed at a rising, terraced mountain with arches, bridgeways, and curving roads that spiraled
            up toward the peak. Even though it was evening, the city glowed with light from thousands of luminescent spheres, set atop
            lantern posts or strung across the roads. Elegant buildings seemed literally carved out of the mountainside, white stone walls
            and pointed roofs soaring to unnatural heights. The entire city was draped in water and vegetation; waterfalls flowed from
            standing pools, cascaded over archways, streamed down the sides, ran to the massive lake at the base of the mountain. The
            walls of Irrikah were covered with green; flowering bushes lined the pathways, vines hung from walls and dangled over terraces,
            and great trees, their leaves and branches larger than any I had ever seen, grew throughout the city.
         

         
         It was stunning and awe-inspiring and completely impossible, and for a few heartbeats, I could only stare in dumbfounded amazement.
            I could sense Raithe a little to the side, watching me, but his expression was hidden by his hood, and at that moment, I couldn’t
            take my eyes off the city.
         

         
         “Weaver’s mercy,” Halek whispered beside me. “I’ve been a lot of places, but . . . I’ve never seen anything like this.” His
            blue eyes were wide as they swept over the flowering walls and shimmering curtains of water. “So, this is the legendary hidden
            city of the iylvahn. I can see why they want to keep it a secret.”
         

         
         “Yes,” Kysa echoed. She, too, gazed at the iylvahn city in amazement, though her eyes were shadowed with suspicion. “It is beautiful, though I wonder how much life the queen must sacrifice to keep it this way.” 

         
         “Fateless.”

         
         I tensed as a pair of figures stepped onto the road to face us. They were iylvahn women, tall and graceful like Raithe, with
            elegant features, charcoal skin, and shapely pointed ears. They were also stunningly beautiful, white hair falling halfway
            down their backs in identical fashions, twin pale blue gazes peering down at me.
         

         
         “The queen sent us to meet you,” one of the iylvahn said, smiling at me. “It is an honor to have you here in Irrikah, Fateless.”

         
         “We know you must be tired,” said the other. “If you and your companions will follow us, we will show you your accommodations.
            You can rest and relax a bit before your audience with the queen. Kahjai . . .” She looked at Raithe, standing quietly to
            the side. Her smile faltered, her expression turning stiff. “Your mission is done,” she told him flatly. “Your services are
            no longer required here. Return to the conclave to await new orders.”
         

         
         Raithe hesitated, then he bowed his head. “Understood,” he said in a voice devoid of emotion. “Fateless, it has been an honor,”
            he continued, as my insides churned and squeezed themselves into a knot. He wasn’t even looking at me when he said it. “Goddess
            willing, our paths will cross again.”
         

         
         I bit the inside of my lip as Raithe walked away. He didn’t pause, and he didn’t look back. I watched, heart aching, as the
            kahjai who had protected me the entire journey from Kovass to Irrikah slipped quietly into the trees lining the path to the
            city and disappeared.
         

         
         So, that’s really how it is, Raithe? Everything you did was to get me to Irrikah, after all. And now that I’m here, your task is done. I . . . guess I’m supposed to forget about you.

         
         I closed my eyes, and Halek put an arm around my shoulders, a silent reminder that, even if Raithe was gone, I wasn’t alone.
            I squeezed his hand gratefully, feeling the weight of the iylvahn’s impassive gazes on us all.
         

         
         “Come.” The two iylvahn stepped back, gesturing to the path ahead. “Please follow us, Fateless. It is a rather long walk to
            the palace.”
         

         
         Walking into Irrikah was like walking into another world, an idea that sounded strangely familiar, as if Raithe might’ve told
            me that before. Ironically, I felt the loss of his presence even more keenly, wishing he was here to share his city with me.
            We crossed a gently arching bridge over a river and entered the oasis-like city of the iylvahn. Everywhere I looked, I saw
            different shades of green, with vivid splashes of color scattered throughout. Emerald and pink, white, yellow, purple, and
            every shade in between. The roads were shaded with trees, leaves rustling overhead. Birdsong echoed in the approaching dusk,
            and I caught glimpses of brilliantly colored creatures flitting through the branches. No drab dust sparrows here. Everything
            about Irrikah was alive, elegant, beautiful. The vines and flowers, though they grew everywhere, were not wild or tangled
            but carefully maintained to look as natural yet as pleasing as possible. Even the structures and bridges seemed hand-carved
            out of stone, their walls lovingly shaped, as if designed by the will of a talented giant.
         

         
         And then, of course, there were the iylvahn.

         
         No one openly stared as we made our way up the winding streets and across whimsical curving bridges hundreds of feet in the
            air. There was no blatant gawking, no whispers that followed us down the paths. But the presence of the iylvahn was unmistakable.
            They were everywhere, walking down the roads or standing in doorways, their pale eyes glowing in the shade cast by overhanging
            branches. They were all different, and yet, like the stories in Kovass said, they were universally tall, graceful, and beautiful.
            They moved through their city like songs in motion, not a single movement wasted or clunky. As if they knew everything had
            been designed for them and they were part of this surreal, glorious landscape.
         

         
         I felt even more grubby and out of place, a common dust sparrow surrounded by elegant peafowl. The urge to disappear, to slip
            away and hide in the shadows, rose up stronger than ever, but there was no place I could run to. Drawing further into my hood,
            I kept walking, following our guides up the winding streets, past shimmering waterfalls and through tunnels of vegetation,
            toward the enormous palace at the summit of the mountain.
         

         
         Halek drew close and gently bumped my shoulder with his own. “Pretty amazing, isn’t it?” he whispered. “I’ve wanted to see
            the hidden city ever since I heard the stories as a boy. I spent years looking for information about it—poems, stories, pictures—but
            there was nothing. Not even a limerick.”
         

         
         “That’s because no one remembers the city,” I said, making his eyebrows shoot up. “Raithe told me as much, before we came here. He said it’s part of the magic the queen uses to keep her people safe. Once we leave, our memories of what happened in the city will fade. That’s why outsiders know of Irrikah, but no one remembers how to get there or even where in the Maze it is.”
         

         
         “Really.” Halek’s brow furrowed. “So, we’re going to lose all our memories of what we do in Irrikah, huh? Kind of a shame—memories
            are all I keep of a place. Ah, well.” He sighed. “It was good while it lasted. Maybe someday I’ll find my way back.”
         

         
         “It makes you wonder, though.” Kysa’s voice echoed behind me. The insect rider had dismounted from Rhyne at the gates, perhaps
            not wanting to be the only one riding through the city atop a giant rock beetle, or maybe she wanted to be physically closer
            to us. “Irrikah has existed for hundreds of years,” Kysa went on. “Surely there have been visitors, scholars, or even curious
            minds, who have jotted down their experiences while in the city. And yet there are no books written about it, no journals,
            not even vague sketches. No physical evidence of Irrikah outside the Maze. How is that possible? Unless the queen sends her
            kahjai to take back anything that might unravel Irrikah’s mystery and silence any who would speak of it.”
         

         
         The cold in my stomach spread to the rest of my body. Had Raithe ever done that? The kahjai were the assassins of the queen,
            sent to remove the “weak threads” from the Weave at her command. I wondered if Raithe had ever been tasked to silence someone
            who knew too much about Irrikah, because the queen demanded her city, her people, and her own existence be kept a secret.
         

         
         “Hmm,” Halek mused. “Maybe I won’t compose a poem about the wonders of Irrikah, after all.”

         
         We were fast reaching the summit, and the amount of vegetation and waterfalls only seemed to increase the closer we got to
            the palace. After ascending a set of curving steps to the final terrace, we ducked through an arch and stepped into a magnificent
            garden. The air was nearly overpowering with the scent of flowers, and petals rained down on us from overhead branches, drifting
            to the cobbles like ash. A strange, spindly creature peered down at me from a limb, looking almost like a tiny furry human
            with a long, slinky tail. It gave a strange hooting cry, before it leaped into the branches and vanished from sight. From
            a cluster of flowers, a jewel-bright bird barely the size of my thumb zipped through the air to hover in front of me, its
            wings moving too fast to be seen. Halek, a huge smile on his face, raised a gloved hand to the tiny creature. The bird zipped
            up to him and hovered over his fingers, regarding the Fatechaser curiously. Then, faster than thought, it darted away, vanishing
            in a blur of green and red. Halek beamed.
         

         
         At least he was enjoying himself. I might’ve been more in awe if my insides hadn’t been a squirming mass of fear and nerves,
            knowing that, somewhere beyond this paradise, a Deathless queen waited for me.
         

         
         We continued across the garden until we reached a final flight of wide, curving steps that led to the arched entryway to the palace. A figure stood at the top of the stairs, watching us approach. An iylvahn in brilliant white robes, the pendant of a sun hanging from a large gold chain around his neck. He bowed to me as we reached the top, and our two guides fell into a perfect flank beside him. 

         
         “Welcome, Fateless.” Straightening, the iylvahn smiled at me, though it didn’t quite reach his pale blue eyes. “I am High
            Chancellor Llorek, the voice of the queen, and it is an honor to greet you and your companions in the Palace of the Sun.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” I said cautiously, with a quick glance at my friends. Halek stood calmly at my side, his smile and casual posture
            completely at ease. Kysa, however, did not smile.
         

         
         “The queen once again offers her apologies for the creature you encountered in the Maze,” Llorek went on, unruffled by the
            thinly veiled distrust coming from the insect rider. “Normally, the menagerie keep to the deepest parts of the labyrinth and
            are never encountered by those traveling legally to Irrikah. That it had to be destroyed is regrettable—it was the only one
            of its kind—but the well-being of the Fateless and her companions is far more important. I trust there were no further mishaps
            on the way to the palace?” he asked, turning to the iylvahn who had brought us here.
         

         
         “No, Chancellor,” one of our guides answered.

         
         “Excellent.” The chancellor nodded, then gazed back at us with a slight frown. “But was there not one more?” he wondered.
            “What of the kahjai who accompanied the Fateless this far?”
         

         
         “Kahjai Raithe has returned to the conclave, Chancellor,” the second iylvahn replied. “His mission was to deliver the Fateless
            safely to Irrikah, and now he awaits further orders from the queen.”
         

         
         The lump in my stomach grew. The way they spoke of him . . . It was like he was a tool or a weapon, not a person. Was this how the kahjai were viewed by their own people? As soulless assassins? I wished Raithe was here so I could ask him, but then again, that was probably yet another thing he wouldn’t tell me. 

         
         “I see. Well then, Fateless, I am to inform you that you have an audience with the queen on the morrow,” the chancellor went
            on, glancing at me again. “Until that time, allow us to show you to your accommodations. You and your companions will be honored
            guests within the palace. All we ask is that you heed the guards if they tell you certain areas are restricted. You will,
            of course, have full access to the city. Should you wish to explore Irrikah, we can provide you with competent guides that
            will take you wherever you wish to go. As for your . . . mounts . . .” He eyed the rock beetles with perfectly polite interest.
            “We have stables on the palace grounds that should suffice. Provided rock beetles do not mind keeping company with wall runners.”
         

         
         “Wall runners?”

         
         “A lizard species that our scouts use to patrol the Maze.”

         
         “Oh.” I remembered the two iylvahn appearing in front of Raithe, seeming to materialize from nothing. “I think they should
            be all right. Kysa?”
         

         
         The insect rider gave a stiff nod. “As long as they have adequate room and do not feel boxed in,” she replied. “Then they
            might start eating their stalls.”
         

         
         The chancellor’s brow tightened, before he gave a pleased nod. “Very good,” he replied. “We can, of course, get them settled
            for you—our stable hands are adept at caring for different mounts.”
         

         
         “No,” Kysa said immediately. “It is against our code. No one but the warriors of the Scarab Clan may handle our rock beetles. Fateless . . .” She fixed me with a steely gaze. “Go on without me. I will take care of Ratuk tonight.” 

         
         “Are you sure, Kysa?”

         
         She nodded. “I do not like leaving you with these people, but the kahjai is not here, and your audience with the queen is
            tomorrow. I will not have anyone touching the rock beetles but us. If you need me, I will not be far. Do not hesitate to call
            if anything seems amiss.” Her dark eyes went cold. “And if you see the kahjai, tell him he had best keep his distance, from
            all of us, if he knows what is good for him.”
         

         
         Throughout this exchange, the chancellor waited patiently, a fixed smile on his face. As Kysa and our rock beetles walked
            away with the two guides, he turned to me once more and gestured through the palace doors. “This way, then, Fateless. We will
            get you settled in.”
         

         
         I tried not to stare as we made our way through the grand hallways and beneath the soaring arches of the Deathless queen’s palace. I had lived on the streets of Kovass my whole life. I had never been to the king’s palace on the hill, or even inside the palace district. When I was sent into the undercity to collect the soulstone for the ma’jhet, I had seen the ancient, crumbling palace of the Deathless King. Even in ruins, it had been awe-inspiring, built to impress as well as intimidate. It did its job well—both Halek and I had been uneasy in its looming shadow—but the palace of the Deathless queen, in all its unbroken, elegant glory, was on another level entirely. The walls were of melded white stone, without cracks or mortar, as if shaped by a potter’s skillful fingers. They looped and curled in ways solid rock was never meant to move. Trees and vines grew seamlessly throughout the palace, snaking around pillars or draped over archways. But they never looked wild or tangled; even the trees appeared to have been groomed to spiral and bend in the most pleasing way possible. Fountains and small pools of water continuously trickled, splashed, and misted into the air, creating rainbows of light that danced along the ceilings. The air was alive with the sounds of rippling water, rustling leaves, even the melody of birdsong. 

         
         “These will be your quarters, Fateless,” the chancellor said, stopping at a tall white door trimmed in gold. “The throne room
            is right down the corridor from here. There will be someone to escort you to your audience tomorrow morning, so do not worry
            about finding it on your own.”
         

         
         I blinked at the looming doorway. “Is this for all of us?”

         
         “No.” The chancellor gestured at a pair of identical doors on the other side of the hall. “The Fatechaser and insect rider
            have their own quarters, in rooms mirroring your own. Do not worry, they will be close. Now, if you will excuse me . . .”
            He stepped back with a short bow. “I know you have had a long journey. Please make yourselves comfortable, and welcome to
            the Palace of the Sun.”
         

         
         He strode away, robe and footsteps shushing over the smooth stone floors, leaving me and Halek standing alone in the grand
            corridor.
         

         
         “Well.” Halek made a show of gazing around. “Not the grandest place I’ve ever stayed in, but . . . No, no, scratch that.” He shook his head. “This is the grandest place I have ever stayed in, and I’ve been to the Golden Citadel on the River of Silk and Spice. Or is it the
            River of Silken Spice? I can never remember. Regardless . . .” He scratched his temple and gave me a wry grin. “I know this
            is the palace of a Deathless, and they’re supposed to be terrible and scary, but look around, Sparrow! Have you ever seen
            anything so magnificent? I’ve had to keep myself from poking every flower and curling vine we passed beneath, just to make
            sure they were real.”
         

         
         “I know,” I said. “And it is magnificent.” There was no question about that. If this had been anywhere else, Sparrow the thief would be hard-pressed not
            to take note of every shiny object or glittering bauble she saw. Things that would not be missed. Valuables that could be
            easily pocketed. But now I was almost terrified to even have such thoughts cross my mind, lest the queen somehow know what
            I was thinking.
         

         
         “This is still the home of a Deathless, Halek,” I warned. “It’s just like the palace we saw beneath Kovass, only this queen
            has been alive for who knows how long.” I wondered how old she truly was; if she was one of the original thirteen Deathless,
            it would be thousands of years.
         

         
         “Raithe didn’t ever tell us she was Deathless,” I went on, anger and pain burning through me. “None of the other kingdoms
            know a Deathless has existed all this time. What secrets is she hiding? What would people think if they knew that a Deathless
            was still alive?”
         

         
         “Sparrow.” Halek paused, then sighed, as if he was about to say something he really didn’t want to. Or something I didn’t want to hear. “Do you ever wonder if that’s the reason he didn’t tell us?” 

         
         I blinked at him. “What do you mean?”

         
         He rubbed the back of his neck, then shrugged. “What do you think would happen if people knew that a Deathless lived here?” Halek asked. “Or were aware of what exists at the center
            of the Maze?” He turned, gesturing at the elegant hallway, the beautiful flowers, the vines and tapestries draping the walls.
            “All this beauty,” he murmured. “All this wealth. I could see entire kingdoms going to war with the iylvahn, because they
            want what they have. And the queen might be powerful enough to wipe them all out, but that could very well destroy the city
            and everything she’s built here.”
         

         
         “Oh.” I hadn’t thought of it like that, but it did make sense. Humans were greedy; I knew that all too well. If a king or
            a sultan heard that a paradise of water and gold existed at the center of a vast, endless desert, how many would immediately
            try to claim it for themselves?
         

         
         “All the protections around Irrikah make sense now,” Halek went on, looking thoughtful. “The Maze. The secrecy of the iylvahn.
            Forgetting everything about the city once we leave. The queen doesn’t want the world to know a Deathless still exists. And
            she doesn’t want anyone to remember Irrikah. If no one knows what the hidden city is like, no one will try to claim it.”
         

         
         “I guess so, but . . .” I thought back to our journey, remembering all the times Raithe had been secretive, deliberately evading questions that had anything to do with the queen. “He still should have told me, Halek,” I said. “He didn’t, because he was afraid I would run off. But . . .” I clenched my fists. “I thought he knew me better now,” I whispered. “I said I wouldn’t run anymore. I promised him I wouldn’t. And he knows that this Fateless thing terrifies me. I don’t know what anyone expects me to do.” 

         
         Once more, just for a moment, I wished I was still that simple thief in Kovass. Who looked after herself first and didn’t
            risk her life for anyone, because that was what was expected in the guild. The thief whose only worries were what she could
            steal, avoiding the guards, and trying to earn the favor of the Guildmaster. My throat ached at the memories. I longed for
            those simpler days, back when I wasn’t Fateless. When I was a nobody.
         

         
         When I hadn’t brought a sleeping god to the surface and accidentally unleashed hell on the entire world.

         
         “I don’t know what this queen wants with me,” I said, gazing down the hall, where the chancellor said the throne room waited.
            “Raithe wouldn’t tell me anything, only that she wanted to speak to the Fateless. But Vahn was willing to sacrifice anything,
            even his own daughter, to serve the Deathless King.” My throat closed, my mind involuntarily remembering Vahn’s last moments,
            when I had looked my Guildmaster in the eye . . . and killed him. “If the queen tells Raithe to do the same, I can’t trust
            that he won’t,” I whispered. “I have to assume that he’ll obey.”
         

         
         “Well, as the troblin would say, ‘Don’t jump into holes you don’t know how deep.’ ” Halek stepped forward, smiling gently to soften the words. “Like you said, we don’t know what the Deathless queen actually wants. It could be that she hates the Deathless King and wants to protect you. We won’t know until we speak with her.” 

         
         I nodded, and Halek put his hands on my shoulders. “You’re not alone here, Sparrow,” he said. “You still have me and Kysa.
            We’re not going anywhere.”
         

         
         “Unless the queen decides to kill us all,” I muttered, purely to be contrary. But Halek just grinned.

         
         “If it’s my fate to die in the palace of a Deathless queen, I can think of worse places,” he said easily. “But that’s not
            going to happen. Because you’re the Fateless. Death just can’t seem to catch you, no matter how hard it tries.”
         

         
         “We’ll see how true that is now that I’m actually in its house.”

         
         Halek chuckled and stepped back. “Well, we still have a few hours till suns rise,” he said. “If I’m going to meet a Deathless
            queen in the morning, I should probably not come in smelling like a dung beetle.” Pausing at the narrow door of his room,
            he pushed it open a crack, and his face lit up like a glowstone. “And they do have baths—this place has just become one of my favorites. I haven’t had a proper bath in months.” He shot me a look over
            his shoulder. “If you need me, I’ll be lying naked in a warm pool of water until suns rise, so . . . uh, hopefully you won’t
            need me. See you tomorrow, Sparrow.”
         

         
         I smiled back. “Good night, Halek.”

         
         He slipped through the narrow door, leaving me alone in the hall. Swallowing, I gazed around the corridor, suddenly feeling
            very small. Without Halek’s gregarious presence, the palace of the Deathless queen seemed to loom over me. Bemused about the
            dusty intruder in its midst.
         

         
         As I walked through the narrow door into my quarters, the feeling did not subside. The room was grander than any place I had seen: polished walls and floors, flowering plants in every corner, a bed with silken sheets. I ran my fingers over the coverlet just to be sure and repressed a shiver at the softness. Near the back of the room, a raised platform led down to a steaming pool of water, petals and fragrant leaves floating on the surface. They filled the air with the scent of flowers, and coils of mist danced over the water, ethereal and tempting. 

         
         I had never taken a bath. In my world, baths were reserved for kings, nobles, and merchant princes who had the gold to waste
            on submerging themselves in the most precious of resources. I hovered warily at the edge of the platform. A robe sat on a
            stone bench beside the pool, a stack of gold-trimmed towels beside it, but the thought of being completely vulnerable in the
            palace of the Deathless queen made my stomach clench in fear.
         

         
         Turning from the bath, I jumped at the sound of a soft tap on my door. Kysa didn’t bother knocking on doors, and Halek usually
            announced his presence before entering a room, so it wasn’t either of them.
         

         
         Raithe?

         
         Heart pounding, I crossed the room, hesitated a moment in the doorframe, then pulled the door open.

         
         A slender iylvahn—not Raithe—peered at me across the threshold. He held a platter in both hands, filled with a colorful assortment
            of nuts, cheese, berries, and fruits I didn’t have names for. The smell was intoxicating and made my stomach growl.
         

         
         “Good evening, Fateless. The chancellor thought you might be hungry after your long journey.” The iylvahn swept into the room and placed the platter on a small table near the wall. From a deep pocket, he withdrew a long-necked bottle of what was probably wine and set it on the table as well, before turning to me with a bow. “Please enjoy. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to call on any servant within the palace, and they will do their best to attend you. I wish you a good night.” 

         
         He bowed once more and left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

         
         My stomach growled again, but as I looked at the platter, a prickle ran up my spine. Not because of the food or the wine,
            but because of the sudden presence in the room. Silly of me, thinking he would knock on the door first.
         

         
         I took a deep breath and turned to meet the pale eyes of the kahjai standing beside the pool.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Five

         
         “Why are you here, Raithe?”

         
         Thankfully, my voice didn’t tremble in anger, though I was sure Raithe could sense the emotion anyway. The iylvahn moved gracefully
            into the room, making no sound as he glided from the pool toward me.
         

         
         “Apologies for coming in unannounced.” Calm and deep, his voice made my insides squirm and sounded no different than how he’d
            spoken to me before. “I would have knocked, but I wasn’t certain the door would not be slammed in my face.”
         

         
         I blinked, confused. I was expecting Raithe to be cold, stiffly formal, maybe even angry. I had been bracing for him to treat
            me like a stranger. But the iylvahn standing before me tonight, his expression open and strangely unguarded, seemed almost
            mournful.
         

         
         No. I shook myself. I couldn’t let him get to me. Raithe served a Deathless, just like Vahn. The man who had raised me, who’d
            been a father figure for seventeen years, who’d taught me everything I knew within the guild; when the time came, he’d tried
            to sacrifice me to the Deathless King. I doubted Raithe would ever go that far, but I also knew he was loyal to his queen.
            If she commanded him to do something, he wouldn’t hesitate.
         

         
         “Well, you’re here now.” I shifted my weight very slightly away from him and caught the tightening of his eyes as I moved back. “What do you want?” 

         
         He hesitated, gazing past me as if gathering his thoughts, before he let out a quiet sigh. “You have every right to be angry,”
            he said at last. “I should have told you, long before we reached Irrikah. If I had, that first meeting with the queen wouldn’t
            have been such a shock.”
         

         
         Surprise flickered through me. Again, I hadn’t expected this. And after talking with Halek, I could understand the logic of
            it all. “You had your reasons,” I said at last. “We were strangers back then. You didn’t know anything about me.”
         

         
         He shook his head, running a hand over his eyes. “I thought about it a hundred times between Kovass and here,” he said. “When
            we were on the strider, I wondered if there was a way I could tell you. But . . .” His eyes narrowed, a grim shadow crossing
            his face. “I needed you to come with me to Irrikah, to meet the queen. The ma’jhet had called you Fateless, and the queen
            has been waiting for the arrival of the Fateless for a long time. Knowing what you went through in Kovass, I wasn’t sure if
            you would agree to walk into the kingdom of another Deathless. And by the time I was certain . . .” He gave me a look of remorse. “We were far into our journey, and the Scarab Clan had already sacrificed much
            of their tribe to keep you safe from the ma’jhet. If I had revealed the queen’s origins then, Kysa might’ve killed me. At
            the very least, she would have refused to let you go to Irrikah.”
         

         
         I shivered, as memories from that bloody day flooded in. The day Vahn finally came for me, on the back of a gigantic abomination, and a horde of undead had attacked the Scarab Clan. The insect riders had fought like the warriors they were, but Vahn’s magic continuously brought the rotting creatures back to life when they fell, and their sheer numbers were overwhelming. We’d finally managed to shoot the giant abomination down, and I’d driven my dagger into Vahn’s heart myself, ending the battle and his life. 

         
         That day, I became a warrior of the Scarab Clan, an insect rider, and Ratuk became part of our small group. But for me, it
            would always be the day I killed the man I’d considered my only family.
         

         
         “Why are you telling me this now?” I asked. “It’s done, Raithe. I’m here, and in a few hours, I’m going to see the queen.
            Your mission is complete, and your duty to me is over. Why did you come here?”
         

         
         “Because I want you to know that what I feel for you hasn’t changed.” Raithe didn’t move, though his eyes, pale and beseeching,
            met mine across the space between us. “I am still the same person I was before you met the queen,” he said in a quietly intense
            voice. “I don’t want you to believe that everything I did or said was just to bring you here.”
         

         
         My heart turned over. Tears pressed behind my lids, and I forced them back, turning away from the kahjai so I could gather
            myself. I could feel him watching me, his silhouette hovering at the edge of my vision, and I curled my fingers into fists
            at my sides. “I wish I could believe that, Raithe,” I whispered. “I really do.”
         

         
         Raithe let out a quiet breath. When I turned back to him, his expression was blank, though the flickers of pain in his eyes left cracks in the expressionless mask. “What can I do,” he asked in a low voice, “to earn your trust again?” 

         
         My throat ached. I wanted to tell him everything was all right and he didn’t have to do anything, that all was forgiven. But
            that wasn’t true. Even if Raithe did feel something toward me, he still served the Deathless queen. Just as Vahn had served
            the king. I couldn’t go through this a second time. I would have given anything for the Guildmaster to choose me, to tell
            me everything was forgiven, that he would never sacrifice me to the Deathless King. That blind hope had nearly cost me and
            the others our lives, when Vahn had proved—very definitively—that serving the Deathless always came first.
         

         
         I swallowed hard and looked at Raithe, hating what I was about to say next. “Maybe it’s better that you don’t,” I whispered,
            and saw the split-second flash of dismay in his eyes before they iced over completely. “For both of us.”
         

         
         “I see.” Now his voice was that of a stranger. He took a step back, not angry, offended, remorseful, anything. His expression
            was a mask once more, the cracks in it vanished entirely. “Then forgive this intrusion,” he said, and gave a formal bow. “I
            will leave you in peace, Fateless.”
         

         
         He turned and walked away, leaving not through the door, but out of one of the narrow open windows on the far side of the
            room. Without looking back, he slipped over the sill, vanishing into the darkness, and I was alone.
         

         
         I sat on the bed, uncaring of the cool silk beneath my fingers. Pulling my knees to my chest, I wrapped my arms around them, and in the quiet stillness before dawn, with no one around to see, I let the poisonous tears burn a path down my face and soak into my sleeves. 

         
         

         Dawn came slowly, but a faint golden light finally began poking in through the windows as Solasti began her climb into the
            sky. I was still sitting on the bed, dozing in and out of the nightmare realm, when a knock outside my door made me glance
            up.
         

         
         Opening the door, I was faced once again with a tall, beautifully elegant iylvahn, who offered a smile and a perfectly polite
            bow. “Forgive the early awakening, Fateless,” she said. “But Chancellor Llorek has bid me to inform you that your meeting
            with the queen will be at peak suns rise. Please make all the necessary preparations for your meeting with Her Majesty, Queen
            Sahmessyia.”
         

         
         Fear spiked through me, but I nodded. After the iylvahn left, I shut the door and turned, wondering how one prepared oneself
            for a meeting with royalty. I had time for a bath, though I was still leery about being naked and helpless within the palace.
            Especially after last night. Not that I believed Raithe himself would do anything, but I had certainly lost any protection
            the kahjai might’ve offered while I was here.
         

         
         Thinking about Raithe made my throat hurt again, and I pushed down the lingering emotions, shoving them to the back of my
            mind. This was for the best. Now I didn’t have to worry about Raithe having to choose between me and loyalty to his queen.
            Vahn had taught me better. I wouldn’t be in that position, ever again.
         

         
         I finally gave in to the temptation and took a bath. The water had cooled overnight and was lukewarm instead of steaming, but it still felt both amazing and decadent to be completely submerged. Afterward, I dressed and ran a pearlescent comb I found on the dresser through my hair, untangling it as best I could. Hopefully, I wouldn’t look like a complete urchin when I met the queen. When I opened my door again, Chancellor Llorek stood there in his resplendent robes, smiling down at me. Halek and Kysa waited behind him, the former looking noticeably cleaner than before, his hair gleaming a bright gold under the lights. Kysa appeared the same in her stark black chiton armor, and from the grim expression on her face, she would not be taking it off anytime soon. 

         
         “Fateless.” The chancellor offered a slight bow and raised a billowing white-and-gold sleeve, gesturing down the hallway.
            “This way, if you would. Her Magnificent Majesty, Queen Sahmessyia, is waiting for you.”
         

         
         We followed the chancellor down the long, splendid hallway, as my heart continued to crash around my chest. When I’d lived
            in Kovass, any of the higher classes noticing you was considered a bad thing. You did not want to catch the attention of a
            guard, a noble, a merchant, and especially not a royal. Nothing good came of it; guards were likely to arrest you, nobles
            were likely to send their guards after you, and royals were notorious for demanding executions for real or imagined crimes.
            If someone like me was ever caught inside the palace walls, or even in the home of a merchant prince, they would be dragged
            off to prison or the execution block. No hesitation, no questions asked.
         

         
         And here I was, on my way to meet not only a queen, but an ancient Deathless who had the power to split me in half with a thought. The last time I had seen a Deathless, he was toppling a city. In the aftermath, his ma’jhet servants had sent terrifying dreams, hulking abominations, and an undead army after me. What would this queen do, if she discovered I couldn’t—or wouldn’t—give her what she wanted? 

         
         The corridor ended at a pair of truly massive arched doors, stretched nearly to the ceiling. They seemed built for giants,
            gilded in gold and almost too bright to look at, looming over us poor mortals on the ground. As we approached, they swung
            noiselessly outward on their own. And we stepped into the throne room of the Deathless queen.
         

         
         It was as breathtakingly stunning as one would think. The vaulted ceiling soared above us, beams and rafters twisted with
            flowering vines that filled the air with heady sweetness. Pillars marched down the room, each one carved in the shape of a
            tree, marble branches forming delicate archways above us. Some of the branches even had the figurines of tiny songbirds among
            the leaves. Shimmering curtains of water flowed down the walls, cascading into pools that threw golden light over everything.
            I was instantly overwhelmed; it was all I could do to place one foot in front of the other when all my instincts were urging
            me to turn and flee this room as quickly as possible.
         

         
         At the end of the chamber from a throne of gold-veined marble shaped to look like curling vines, leaves, and flowers, the
            Void-filled eyes of the Deathless queen met mine.
         

         
         “Welcome, Fateless.”

         
         Her voice, soft as it was, made the pillars tremble. The queen rose, her presence seeming to fill the room. The iylvahn were
            a tall people, but the queen stood easily head and shoulders over them. Her long white hair rippled behind her as she raised
            an arm and beckoned us forward. “Come. Don’t be afraid. You have nothing to fear in my court.”
         

         
         I started forward, then noticed a familiar figure standing on one corner of the dais. My heart leaped as Raithe stared in
            our direction, but the eyes that met mine were blank, empty of emotion.
         

         
         Chancellor Llorek stopped at the base of the throne and bowed low at the waist. We followed his example, even Kysa, though
            she did not bend as far as the rest of us. I suspected the insect rider would not say anything unless spoken to directly,
            but even though her people hated the Deathless, I doubted she would violate the rules of iylvahn culture.
         

         
         “Greetings again, Fateless.” The queen smiled, and it seemed to light up the room. I was struck again by how beautiful she
            was. “Welcome to Irrikah. I trust you and your companions have found your stay pleasant so far?”
         

         
         “Yes, thank you,” I said.

         
         “I have spoken to my kahjai about the events that happened in Kovass,” the queen went on, gesturing to Raithe, who didn’t
            move. “Please accept my condolences for the loss of your city and its people. I can only imagine the terror and chaos that
            came of a Deathless rising into existence once more.”
         

         
         You really can’t, I thought. You’d have to have been there to understand the scale of absolute horror and destruction the Deathless King had wrought upon the capital. The screams, the panic, the roar of buildings as they toppled around you, raising billowing clouds of dust to choke out the sky . . . It was like the end of the world had come. No one who hadn’t stood in the city that day could imagine what it was like. 

         
         Or maybe I was wrong. Maybe the Deathless queen did understand. Maybe, in the ages long past, she had done something like that herself.
         

         
         Obviously, I did not say any of this out loud. I wasn’t even certain I should be thinking it. If the queen could read my thoughts or sense what I was feeling, she would not appreciate it. I simply nodded, and the
            queen did not press the matter further.
         

         
         “Given everything that has happened to you, Fateless, I am grateful that you agreed to come here at all. Especially since
            I know my kahjai. Their secretive nature is sadly necessary for our survival, but I can imagine this one”—she spared a glance
            at Raithe, who continued to gaze straight ahead, blank-faced—“was not entirely forthright with you.”
         

         
         A lump caught in my throat, and I swallowed it quickly. “He told me what I needed to know,” I said, not looking at Raithe,
            either. “He said that I was Fateless, and that it was important that I come and speak with you.”
         

         
         “But not that I was Deathless. At least, not according to your reaction.” Her pupilless black eyes shifted to Halek and Kysa
            standing beside me. “All of your reactions.”
         

         
         I bit my lip hard. The queen already saw far too much. I wondered if this was magic, or simply that she had lived such a long time, she could see everything happening around her, no matter how small. 

         
         When I didn’t answer, the queen made a small motion at Chancellor Llorek, standing off to the side. The chancellor straightened
            and clapped his hands sharply, the noise echoing through the room. Immediately, the rest of the iylvahn in the chamber turned
            and left, filing out through the massive doors. Chancellor Llorek bowed low to the queen before he, too, strode from the room,
            the doors swinging noiselessly shut behind him.
         

         
         The Deathless queen smiled at me once more. “I know it must have been a shock, Fateless,” she went on. “Believe me when I
            say I understand your reservations. Watching another of my kind destroy your city, hearing the stories of the ancient kingdoms
            and the tyranny of their rulers—nothing you’ve learned about the Deathless has been good. But you have heard only fragments,
            tiny grains in an infinite desert of knowledge. The truth about my kind stretches farther than anyone save the goddess can
            remember. If you are to have any hope of surviving the king’s plans for this world, you must understand how the Deathless
            came to be.” Her perfect lips thinned, the void in her eyes becoming even darker. “It is not a tale I would tell lightly.
            Or at all, if circumstances were different. Most have forgotten. My fellow Deathless, in the long, long centuries of our reign,
            many of them forgot where we came from. But I never forgot. And the king you will face soon . . . he has not forgotten, either.”
         

         
         The king I will face soon.

         
         I felt sick, like I couldn’t catch my breath, as the scenario I had been terrified of the most became a horrifying reality. The queen wanted me, a small, insignificant thief from Kovass, to stand against the godlike power of the Deathless King and . . . what? Kill him? Slay a being that couldn’t die, even at the hands of other Deathless? Who could pull down whole cities with a thought, bring ancient abominations back to life, and end the lives of thousands of souls on a whim . . . What was I supposed to do against that kind of power? Even if I was Fateless, I had nothing, just my wits, my luck, and the uncanny ability to survive. That was not going to be enough when facing the Deathless King. 

         
         “You will be the first mortal souls in thousands of years to hear this tale,” the queen went on, unaware—or uncaring—of my
            sudden terror. “Not even my own people know how the Deathless came to be. But if the Fateless is to save this world from absolute
            subjection, to stand even a sliver of a chance against the king, you must understand his past. And, thereby, his weakness.
            Are you prepared for what that will mean, Fateless?”
         

         
         I swallowed hard, a tiny flutter of cautious hope breaking through the surging fear. The Deathless King had a weakness? If
            I knew what it was, would it help me? He was still godlike in his power. The problem wasn’t knowing the king’s weakness, it
            was getting close enough to use it without being turned to ash as soon as he saw me.
         

         
         But I would take anything at this point. Any hint or sliver of hope, no matter how small. I had already made the promise—to Raithe, to myself, to everyone—that I wouldn’t run anymore. I was tired of secrets. I wanted to know everything, no matter how terrifying or impossible it seemed. If it was up to me to destroy the god who had been reborn into our world, then I would do my best. And hope that, somehow, impossibly, it would be enough. 

         
         I took a furtive breath to steady myself and looked up into the depthless black eyes of the queen.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Six

         
         “This is the tale of those beings known as Deathless, and how, through one act of blasphemous desperation, they set into motion
            the events that would ruin the world.”
         

         
         The queen’s voice echoed around us, coming from everywhere and nowhere.

         
         “Some ancient scholars of history claim that the Deathless were never born into the world at all,” she continued. “That we,
            like the Weaver herself, were always here. Gods among men.” She took a deep breath, as if the next words were difficult to
            say. “That is not true.
         

         
         “No one save the Deathless can remember this far back, but in the earliest days, before civilization spread across the lands, the Deathless were mortal. Men and women, like everyone else. Our souls were bound in the Weave, our threads woven with all others in the Tapestry of the World. Maederyss, the goddess of Fate, was much closer to mortals back then. She was not some unseen, unreachable deity far removed from daily struggles of mere mortals—back then, Maederyss was beloved. Her temples were full of devout worshippers and Priestesses of the Path, those dedicated to guiding the souls down whatever road Fate dictated for them. It was said that the priestesses had the ear of the goddess, and if you were particularly dedicated, they could convince Maederyss to ‘nudge’ your thread in a different direction. 

         
         “But there were those among Maederyss’s children who were not content with their place in the Weave. Among these were a handful
            of souls who had mastered the ancient magic of the world. They were powerful and feared, sorcerers who could manipulate the
            elements around them. But still they wanted more. They wished to be free of the threads of Fate, to tear their souls from
            the bindings of the Tapestry. They rejected their place in the story of the world and sought to become the narrators of their
            own tales. If they could rip their souls free of the Tapestry, their threads would no longer be present within the Weave,
            and so Maederyss could not cut them and end their story. They would be free not only of Fate, but from Death itself.”
         

         
         It didn’t feel as if we were being told a story; it felt like we were watching the events unfold before us, even though I
            could still see the throne room around us and the faces of my friends. The queen’s voice was like a river, flowing through
            me and filling my head with images, glimpses of an era before.
         

         
         “So, these thirteen souls began their blasphemous quest to sever themselves from the Weave,” the Deathless queen went on. “Among their number was a Priestess of the Path, one of Maederyss’s most beloved servants. This priestess had been to Maederyss’s inner sanctum atop the highest mountain peak, to the temple where the goddess wove the threads in the Tapestry of the World. Using an ancient, forbidden ritual, the priestess led the souls into the peaceful temple, and they saw Maederyss hunched over her enormous loom. The Tapestry of the World flowed from the loom, millions of threads, millions of souls, bound together in the Weave. And the goddess herself, her eyes focused on her eternal task, did not look upon them. 

         
         “The thirteen struck without warning. They could not harm Maederyss herself, but they struck at the loom, intent upon ripping
            their threads from the Tapestry. In their savagery, they broke off a piece of the loom itself and cast it to earth.”
         

         
         I shivered as the story faltered. The queen paused, her eyes tightening a bit. “To this day, I am uncertain if the goddess
            predicted this outcome,” she mused, “for Maederyss cannot stop weaving the threads in the story. But whether or not it was
            foretold, the thirteen had achieved what they’d set out to do. By breaking the loom, they had torn their threads free of the
            Weave. They were no longer bound by Fate, and their threads could no longer be woven back into the Tapestry.”
         

         
         “But . . .” I was struggling to understand all of this, feeling like my head was far too full. “The threads represent everyone’s
            souls. When we die, our threads are cut until Maederyss can weave them back into the Tapestry and we resume our next life.
            But if the Deathless have no threads . . .”
         

         
         “Yes,” said the queen. “If a Deathless dies—truly dies—their soul is lost. There is no reincarnation, no coming back in another life. But what the thirteen discovered was an even greater blasphemy and would change the world forever. Now that they were separated from the Weave, they found they could see the threads of everyone around them. They could manipulate each strand, taking the life of whoever was attached to it, to fuel their own power. And not just from mortals. Their magic . . . my magic . . . siphons life from everything around it. This is not something we can control. The reason the Deathless are immortal, little Sparrow, is that we are constantly drawing in life. If you wound us, we will unconsciously siphon the energy out of whatever is close, killing it but keeping ourselves alive. Only when there is no life remaining anywhere will a Deathless finally become mortal.” 

         
         My stomach turned. I’d thought the queen was going to share the secret of how to defeat the Deathless King. But she made it
            sound hopeless. “I don’t see how I’m going to survive, then,” I told her, Halek frowning beside me. “I don’t see how any of
            us are going to survive.”
         

         
         The queen smiled. “Normally, Fateless, I would agree. The lives of regular mortals are nothing to a Deathless. Even on his
            own, the king would be an unstoppable force. When you take into account his army of ma’jhet, servants, and abominations, no
            mortal kingdom will be able to stand against him. But that is not the worst of it. The prophecy says a Deathless will slay
            the goddess of Fate and take her place as the new god. And nothing under the suns will be free. They will weave the story
            of the world as they choose, and all souls will be forced to bow to their will.
         

         
         “However,” she went on, as my stomach curled itself into a tight little ball of despair, “you are Fateless. You are not bound
            by prophecy. You can change the fates of everyone around you, just by existing. If there is one thing that even the Deathless
            fear, it is something that cannot be controlled.”
         

         
         “I am still just one person,” I whispered. “I can’t stop an army on my own.”

         
         “No,” the queen agreed. “But you can stop the king. It is possible, Fateless,” she insisted, probably in response to my look of terror. “There is a way to neutralize the magic of the Deathless, but it is something only the Fateless can do. Before I give you this secret, I must know—will you stand and defy the king? Will you try to end his reign before it even begins? It is a terrible burden, and it is unfair, but know that the fate of the kingdoms—of the known world—rests on your answer.” 

         
         I closed my eyes, my whole body shaking like a leaf in the wind. For seventeen years, I had been a nobody. And now, suddenly,
            not only was I Fateless, I was expected to save the world? The goddess herself?
         

         
         Beside me, Halek let out a soft snort. “The prophecy can go to the Void,” he muttered, and turned to me. His blue eyes were
            suddenly intense. “Don’t feel you have to say yes, Sparrow,” he said. “There is always another way. There will be others to
            fight the Deathless King. Whole armies of them, I reckon. Once he starts his march, I don’t think the other kingdoms are going
            to hand him everything without a fight.”
         

         
         “True,” added Kysa. “There are those of us who would die before we let the Deathless King subjugate our people. We might all
            perish, but we will fight. It is not your responsibility to save the other kingdoms, Sparrow.”
         

         
         The Deathless queen didn’t say anything to that; she simply watched me, Void-dark eyes giving nothing away. My gaze slid to
            Raithe, still standing quietly to the side.
         

         
         Those pale blue eyes met mine, and I shivered. Raithe had believed I was Fateless from the moment we fled Kovass together. Even when I hadn’t believed it myself, even when I’d wanted nothing to do with the idea, he’d never wavered in his conviction. 

         
         And . . . what if I was the only one who could stop the Deathless King? If I refused, if I ran away again, I would be dooming the kingdoms to destruction.
            Just like Kovass. Maybe Raithe and his people would survive with another Deathless watching over them, but Halek had no such
            protection. Kysa’s clan had no protection. They would fight the Deathless King, and they would die. Unless I could stop it.
         

         
         I set my jaw. No more running, Sparrow, I told myself. No more hiding. This isn’t just about you anymore. It’s time to start seeing what the Fateless is really capable of.

         
         My insides squirmed like a nest of snakes. I could probably have emptied the contents of my stomach on the pristine marble
            with no effort at all. But I met the impassive eyes of the Deathless queen and nodded.
         

         
         “Yes,” I whispered. “I understand. If the Fateless is the only one who can stop the Deathless King, then that’s what I’m going
            to do. I’ve spent my life running and hiding, but this isn’t something I can walk away from.”
         

         
         There was a shadow of movement from Raithe’s corner. I dared a peek at him and saw the iylvahn watching me, the expression
            on his face unreadable.
         

         
         The queen beamed her beautiful smile once more, and for a moment, the decision I’d just made seemed worth it. “You honor us
            with your choice, Fateless,” she said. “I believe you are worthy to carry this secret. The single weakness of the Deathless
            King, and what he will never see coming.
         

         
         “When we smashed the Loom of Maederyss,” the queen went on, “and cast a piece of it to earth, we severed our threads from the rest of the Weave. Where that sliver of the loom fell, the land it around it was forever changed. That broken piece still contains part of our souls. We didn’t dare touch it—doing so could draw our threads back into the Weave. So we constructed a temple around the fragment, to protect both the loom and ourselves. We filled the temple with curses and traps and magical guardians, and as the centuries passed, most of us forgot it was there.” 

         
         The Deathless queen paused.

         
         “That broken piece still resides within the temple,” she murmured, “untouched and undisturbed. Mortals cannot see it—it is
            of the goddess, and those with their threads still bound in the Weave cannot perceive it at all. But the Fateless has no thread
            in the Weave. And a tiny portion of Maederyss’s power still clings to that fragment. If you can make it to the center of the
            temple, Fateless, you can touch the loom and claim the power of the goddess for yourself.”
         

         
         A chill ran all the way down my body. I thought back to that very first mission in Kovass, before I’d known anything about
            a Fateless or Deathless Kings or murderous ma’jhet, when I was a thief tasked with stealing part of the Tapestry of the World
            from the Temple of Fate. Even though that tapestry had been a human-made replica, the mere thought of touching it had seemed
            blasphemous.
         

         
         This was a thousand times worse.

         
         “Claim the goddess’s power?” This was from Kysa, who sounded nearly as appalled as I felt. “What will that do to Sparrow?”

         
         “I do not know, exactly,” the queen replied. “As I said, we Deathless did not dare touch the loom. Perhaps she will go mad. Perhaps she will gain some power over the Weave itself. But I do not believe it will do nothing. Maederyss is the only being the Deathless fear. We fashioned ourselves as living gods, creating people and races in our own images, insisting they worship only us. Because we hoped that people would forget the goddess of Fate and, if she was not remembered, she would fade into obscurity. Our hubris broke the world, and Maederyss herself withdrew from mankind, becoming a distant, unreachable shadow. But people still remembered the goddess. Even under the threat of death, she would not be forgotten. Her temples vanished for a time, and the Priestesses of the Path disappeared, never to rise again, but her name was still whispered by many hoping for a different fate. 

         
         “To this day, Maederyss remains the only one who can rival the Deathless King’s power,” the queen finished, staring hard at
            me. “What touching the loom will do to a mortal body is uncertain. But if you are to face the Deathless King, little Sparrow,
            you will need the power of a goddess to defeat him.”
         

         
         For a few heartbeats, there was silence. The power of a goddess. To defeat the Deathless King, I had to find the temple that the Deathless themselves had constructed, reach a piece of the
            Loom of Maederyss that they had broken from the whole, and acquire the power of the goddess of Fate herself.
         

         
         I felt numb. Like none of this was real. How had I gone from swiping trinkets and baubles from rich nobles to stealing the magic of the goddess of Fate? If I hadn’t been in front of the Deathless queen, I might’ve fled the room, found a remote ledge or rooftop that was close to the sky, and let both my stomach and my thoughts settle down. 

         
         “It is a lot to take in, I am sure,” the Deathless queen said, as if she were conducting a complex business deal, not casually
            informing me that I needed to steal the power from the literal goddess of Fate. “And I know the road will be dangerous. I
            would send a contingent of my finest warriors with you, but I know that adding more lives into the presence of the Fateless
            can have unexpected consequences. The more threads you touch, the more fates you could unravel, and in a game as razor-thin
            as this, even the smallest change could be disastrous. Your current companions, whose destinies you might have already shifted,
            will be your best allies and protectors.”
         

         
         She glanced at Halek as she said this, and he shifted uneasily at my side. Halek already thought he’d cheated death twice
            by being in my presence, and for a Fatechaser who spent his life searching for his destiny, that was nearly as blasphemous
            as stealing the Tapestry of the World.
         

         
         Kysa continued to stare at the queen, silent and impassive. But I wondered if I had drastically changed her fate, as well.
            Where would the insect rider be now, if she’d never met us on the strider that day? If she’d never agreed to help? Back home
            with her clan, where she was supposed to be?
         

         
         “The fewer people the Fateless can affect, the better,” the queen went on, ignoring the flat gaze of the insect rider. “But I will not bid you search for the Loom of Maederyss with no aid at all. I will send one soul with you, one you have already touched. He is one of my best, and I know you can trust him. He will do whatever is required to see you to the end of your journey.” 

         
         Before she had finished speaking, I knew who she was talking about. Raithe didn’t move, even as the queen turned to him. His
            gaze remained as blank as ever as it met mine, and my heart twisted painfully in my chest.
         

         
         “Where are we to find this loom piece?” Kysa asked. “I assume, as this temple has never been mentioned in the histories of
            any kingdom, that it is very well hidden.”
         

         
         “It is, warrior of the Scarab Clan,” the queen replied, turning back to us. “Where the loom fell, we Deathless turned the
            land around it into the most inhospitable place that we could. A place where nothing could survive. From deep beneath the
            earth, we pulled up pools of magma and spread it across the landscape, turning the surface into a living hell.”
         

         
         “The World Scar,” Halek murmured, causing me to stare at him. He grimaced. “It’s a stretch of land on the other side of the
            Shifting Dunes, and one of the few places I have not explored. There are countless stories surrounding it, none of them good.”
            He scratched the back of his head with a grimace. “Nothing lives out there—I guess it’s kind of hard to live on a surface
            of molten fire and lava. Even the air is said to be poisonous to breathe.”
         

         
         “As I said . . .” The Deathless queen nodded. “We made the surrounding area as dangerous and inhospitable as we could. And
            we set the temple in the center of the molten pools, beyond the reach of mortal men, and commanded it to fade from history.”
         

         
         “And we’re supposed to find it,” Kysa said. “Somehow.”

         
         “If you wish to stop the Deathless King and save your world, yes.”

         
         I sucked in a ragged breath. Another impossible mission. Another quest where we were likely all going to die. But I had been
            through them before, and I was still here. “So, when do we leave?” I asked, and my voice sounded unfamiliar in my own head.
            “I’m guessing we don’t have a lot of time.”
         

         
         “I will have my kahjai ready to escort you from the city tomorrow,” the queen told us. “Until then, please relax, breathe,
            enjoy this time of calm in Irrikah. I fear we won’t have much of it left.” She raised a hand, indicating the door through
            which we’d come in. “Chancellor Llorek will show you back to your rooms.
         

         
         “Fateless,” she added as the chancellor appeared, as if by magic, behind us. “If you would, I must speak with you alone.”

         
         

         Halek and Kysa left the throne room, the latter giving me a look of wary reluctance before slipping through the arched doors,
            which closed behind her without a sound.
         

         
         When I turned to face the dais again, Raithe was no longer there. Only the queen remained, sitting on her throne with her
            long legs crossed, regarding me with eyes like the Void. One elegant hand rose, graceful fingers beckoning to me. I swallowed
            my nervousness and stepped forward.
         

         
         “I heard you and my kahjai became rather close during your journey here,” the queen said.

         
         My heart pounded. I wondered if I had gotten him in trouble, if the queen had seen fit to punish the kahjai, after all. “Raithe saved my life several times,” I told her. “He protected me from abominations and assassins and ma’jhet blood magic. I’m grateful for what he did.” 

         
         “Very careful answers,” the queen said, making my stomach squirm. “But you needn’t lie to protect him, Fateless. My people
            and I are connected in ways that are incomprehensible to outsiders. I saw the truth in his eyes when I asked him the same.
            He cares for you, which is why I have agreed to send him along. Because he will stop at nothing to protect you, even at the
            cost of his own existence. He understands how important it is that the Fateless survive.”
         

         
         My throat tightened. I remembered when Vahn, using blood magic, had possessed me and taken control of my body. He had threatened
            to kill me, to slit my throat in front of my friends, unless Raithe took his own life. He had even tossed him my dagger to
            finish the impossible request. And . . . there had been no hesitation in the eyes of the iylvahn. Remembering still made my
            stomach turn. If I hadn’t managed to regain control of myself and fight back, Raithe would have driven that dagger into his
            own heart to keep me safe.
         

         
         Raithe would have done anything to bring me here, safe and alive. But was that single-minded devotion to me or to his queen?
            Either way, the answer terrified me.
         

         
         “However,” the queen went on, gazing at me intently. “I did want to extend this warning, Fateless. The order that the kahjai belong to has a code—a set of rules that they all adhere to. They are, after all, a guild of assassins, and their life’s work is a necessary but grim occupation. As such, the kahjai are forbidden to form romantic attachments of any kind. They are forbidden to marry or seek a life mate. 

         
         “You see, Fateless, for the iylvahn, love is different. The word in our language is sylannanorei, and it means ‘when two threads become one.’ Unlike the troblin, who have many mates in their lifetimes, and humans, who
            can flit from one night of passion to the next, once an iylvahn chooses their partner, they bond for life. Their threads entwine
            so closely, they become almost a single strand. That is not to say they are one creature—when one partner’s thread is cut,
            the other lives on. However, many iylvahn find this is so painful, they decide they would rather have a chance to meet them
            in the next life than continue with the present one. The saying ‘meet you beyond the desert’ comes from an iylvahn walking
            into the wilderness alone to join their deceased life mate, with no intention of coming out again.
         

         
         “So, choosing a mate is a very serious thing for my people,” the Deathless queen went on, as I listened in numb amazement. “The bonds of Fate are
            fragile. The kahjai are bringers of death, and they must never forget that. If, one day, they are called upon to sever the
            thread of someone they know, someone they care for, they still must carry out their duty without question. So you can see
            why their order forbids them to become attached.
         

         
         “I understand that you relied on each other to reach Irrikah safely,” the queen continued, as my heart twisted ever more painfully inside my chest. “I know that this particular kahjai is strong, and brave, and utterly dedicated to his duty.” The queen raised a hand toward me, her expression both sympathetic and cautionary. “However, do not mistake duty for compassion. He knows love is forbidden among his order. He knows the mission must come before everything else. Rely on him to keep you safe, for he will do everything in his power to protect you. But do not trust any kahjai with your heart.” 

         
         It felt like a dagger had been driven into my chest, piercing the fragile organ within. My throat squeezed tight, and I swallowed
            hard to open it. Here, then, was the undeniable truth. Raithe knew his order forbade attachments.
         

         
         Drawing in a furtive breath to be sure my voice didn’t tremble when I answered, I faced the queen and nodded. “I understand,”
            I told her. “And don’t worry—I don’t think either of us is going down that path.”
         

         
         “Good,” said the queen. “Because there is one more thing you need to know.

         
         “I saw his future,” the queen continued, and my stomach squeezed itself into a tight little ball. “Just a glimpse, but it
            was enough to know his fate. The kahjai known as Raithe is going to die, Fateless. I do not know where, or how, but I do know
            that it will be soon.”
         

         
         I suddenly couldn’t breathe.

         
         “Then, he . . . he shouldn’t come with us,” I whispered. The words felt ripped out of me. The thought of never seeing Raithe again tore something inside and left me feeling hollow. But if he died trying to protect me . . . I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. There had already been too many close calls, too many instances where the kahjai had been willing to trade his life for mine. If separating myself from Raithe meant saving his life, that was a price I would gladly pay. 

         
         “He should stay here,” I declared. “In Irrikah. He’ll be safe, then. If he comes with us, he’s sure to be killed.”

         
         The queen regarded me calmly. “Perhaps,” she said, nodding. “But think on your decision carefully, Fateless. No soul can escape
            their destiny. As I said before, I do not know the circumstances of his death. I know only that it will be soon. Whether it
            is to happen in Irrikah or while he is with you, who can say?
         

         
         “However,” the queen went on, her dark gaze suddenly piercing, “you are the Fateless. Able to unravel the threads of Fate
            just by existing. If you leave the kahjai here, perhaps he will be safe, or perhaps his destiny will come for him. But, if
            he is with you . . .”
         

         
         She made a vague gesture with one elegant hand, and I felt like I was drowning. Everywhere I looked, I saw nothing but impossible
            choices. Leave Raithe behind, not knowing if trying to save his life would trigger the very thing I was trying to stop. Or
            bring him with us on this near suicidal mission, hoping that I might be able to unravel his fate.
         

         
         “Of course, this will all be for naught if you cannot get the loom,” the queen finished. “If the prophecy comes true, if the
            goddess of Fate is slain, your kahjai will die. Of that I am certain. The Deathless King is a tyrant and a conqueror and has already tried to wipe out my people once.
            If he becomes the new god of Fate, he will certainly finish the job.”
         

         
         I nodded numbly, and the queen settled back on her throne, looking satisfied. “It was good to finally meet you, Fateless,” she said, as if everything we had spoken about was routine. A normal conversation. “I know this task might seem overwhelming, but I have faith in your abilities. I would say Fate be with you, but in this situation, I am hoping the opposite is true.” Her lips curved in the faintest of smiles, as if she found that notion amusing. “And so, I will say nothing, beyond I trust we will see each other again once the Deathless King has been destroyed for good.” 

         
         

         Kysa and Halek were waiting for me outside the throne room. I could hear Halek’s footsteps as he paced the area, going from
            one wall to the next, unable to stand still. Stepping through the doorway, I saw Kysa leaning against a column with her arms
            crossed, watching Halek with subtle exasperation as he prowled back and forth.
         

         
         Raithe was nowhere to be seen.

         
         “Sparrow.” Halek turned and immediately jogged up, casting an anxious look back at the throne room. “Are you all right?” he
            asked, studying my face with concern. “The queen didn’t tell you anything horrible, did she?”
         

         
         I grimaced. “You mean other than sending us to the World Scar to find a piece of Maederyss’s loom so we can challenge and
            somehow defeat the Deathless King before he destroys all the other kingdoms and kills the goddess of Fate?”
         

         
         Also, Raithe is fated to die soon. And I don’t know if I can stop it. Or if I should even try.

         
         “Well, yes, other than that.”

         
         Kysa pushed herself off the column and walked toward us, her boots clicking softly on the marble tiles. “Ratuk needs looking after,” she said in a matter-of-fact voice. I blinked at her in bewilderment. She met my gaze steadily. “Go care for your mount, rider,” she said, staring at me with intent, as if trying to convey a message without saying it. “These iylvahn stables are not well suited for rock beetles,” she went on, flicking her gaze at one of the guards, standing at the end of the hall. “Ratuk needs to hear your voice—he is in a small, unfamiliar space, and there are no iylvahn around to soothe him.” 

         
         I suddenly got what she was implying. Seventeen years in the Thieves Guild had taught me to hear the underlying message in
            an otherwise a normal conversation. It was how we could plan a heist in the middle of a crowded marketplace or discuss the
            rotation of the guards where anyone could hear it. Kysa was telling me that the stables were empty of iylvahn, and we could
            talk about what the queen had said without fear of being overheard.
         

         
         “Right,” I said. “I’ll go take care of him now.”

         
         The iylvahn stables were actually very nice, shaded by trees whose branches formed an interlocking dome over the stalls, protecting
            them from the suns. The stone walls were much taller than those of regular stables. I peeked into the individual stalls and
            saw huge lizards clinging to the walls like spiders. Their bulbous eyes blinked at me, membranes sliding up from the bottom
            lid, but other than that, they didn’t move.
         

         
         Rhyne and Ratuk had adjacent stalls, and the rock beetles did look mildly uncomfortable, squashed into a space that was obviously too small. The doorway of Rhyne’s stall had large chunks taken out of the wood, as if the rock beetle had already started chewing it. Ratuk huddled in the center of his space, not moving. I slid into the stall and walked up to him, putting a hand on his slicing horn. 

         
         “Hey, Ratuk,” I said quietly, and the rock beetle’s head lifted, his beady black eyes fixing on me. “I know this probably
            isn’t comfortable, but we’ll be leaving soon. Just try to endure a little longer, okay?”
         

         
         Ratuk made a soft chittering noise and settled deeper into the straw. I looked at his carapace, at the shell that hid the
            severed wing, and wondered how we were going to travel long distances if my rock beetle couldn’t fly.
         

         
         “I don’t trust the queen,” Kysa said. Her voice was soft, hushed, but matter-of-fact. “I don’t believe her intentions are
            altruistic. She is Deathless. She has lived for thousands of years. In her own words, she desired immortal life, so much so
            that she and the other Deathless broke the Loom of Maederyss to tear themselves from the Weave. The only reason we are here
            is because she wants to use the Fateless to achieve something she cannot. What that something is, I am not certain yet, but
            I don’t think the queen is telling us everything.”
         

         
         I shivered as a memory surfaced: a heated conversation with Vahn after he had betrayed me. I’d accused him of lying to me
            my whole life, and he’d responded with his usual infuriating calmness, The iylvahn has been lying to you. He is not what you think, and he is taking you to his queen so that she may use you to bring herself
               to power.

         
         Back then, I’d immediately disregarded those words. Now I didn’t know what to think, or who to believe.

         
         “I know you hate the Deathless, Kysa,” Halek said. “I know, I know, it’s with good reason, so don’t glare at me like you’re going to stab me in the face.” He held up both hands, grinning, before going somber again. “But I’ve heard the stories of the Deathless, too, and nothing I’ve seen here tells me that the queen is a power-hungry conqueror who wants to enslave the world. Her people aren’t suffering—if anything, she’s given them a paradise that the other kingdoms would risk everything to acquire if they knew about it. Maybe she just wants to exist here, in peace, without armies or invading kingdoms crouching at her doorstep.” 

         
         “I don’t believe that,” Kysa said flatly. “She is a Deathless with the power of a god. Even if her intentions are pure today,
            what happens if she grows tired of ruling in obscurity? The last time the Deathless grew bored of their present circumstances,
            they destroyed the world. If even one Deathless exists, every living creature is in danger.”
         

         
         “She is right about one thing, though,” I muttered, causing Kysa and Halek to glance at me. “The Deathless King is the biggest
            threat the world faces right now. She’s lived here, with the iylvahn, for centuries. But the king clearly intends to invade
            the other kingdoms and start conquering them. Vahn told me as much.” I shivered, remembering those dreams of fire and blood,
            watching a city burn while Vahn calmly stated that no one who opposed the Deathless King would live.
         

         
         “The Deathless King is the one we have to worry about now,” I went on, stroking Ratuk’s carapace. “If there is a way to stop him, and if I’m the only one who can reach the Loom of Maederyss, I have to try. I can’t run from this. He’s just going to keep coming, and every kingdom will end up like Kovass.” I drummed my fingers against Ratuk’s hard shell, then added, “You . . . don’t have to come with me, either of you. I’ve heard stories of the World Scar, as well. If you want to go home—” 

         
         “Stop,” Kysa said, her voice hard. “I know you mean no insult, but I have already sworn to protect the Fateless until the
            Deathless King breathes his last or I do. If I abandon my vows, I am not fit to be called a warrior. I would return to my
            clan in shame.”
         

         
         “Why are you trying to get rid of us, Sparrow?” Halek added, crossing his arms. “I already told you, you’re my lucky charm.
            You’re what’s keeping my fate from catching up. So, I’m afraid you’re stuck with me, World Scar or no.”
         

         
         “I just . . .” I clenched a fist on Ratuk’s shell. “I don’t want to alter your fates any more than I have,” I said, unable
            to look at either of them. “The queen said that I can unravel a person’s fate just by meeting them. Kysa, if you’d never met
            me on the strider, you would be home now. Halek, if I hadn’t run into you on that rooftop—”
         

         
         “I would be dead,” Halek said simply, and shrugged. “Or maybe I wouldn’t, but my life would certainly be much duller than
            it is now.”
         

         
         “And my clan would have been unaware of the Deathless King until he showed up in our territory to claim us all,” Kysa added.
            “I thank the goddess that I was on that strider the day we met. At least my clan knows what’s coming. Besides, my skills are
            better served here. If I can help you figure out the secret to defeating the Deathless King, that is the best I can do to
            protect my clan.”
         

         
         “We can’t know what our fates would have been, Sparrow,” Halek finished, stepping up beside me. “And, to put it simply, the damage is already done. You can’t ‘reweave’ your fate once it’s been unraveled; not even Maederyss can do that. You just have to keep going, and see where the threads take you next.” 

         
         I nodded, and he squeezed my arm. It wouldn’t stop me from worrying that I had somehow unraveled their fates, but at least
            I knew they wanted to be here. I wouldn’t be alone when I ventured into the World Scar to find the loom.
         

         
         Correction, alone . . . with Raithe.

         
         Kysa seemed to read my thoughts. “We will have to keep an eye on the iylvahn,” she said softly, making my stomach clench.
            “I trust him more than the Deathless queen, but not by much.” Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t relish the thought of having the
            queen’s assassin with us, but he is a capable warrior. And if the queen has ordered him to protect you, we can at least have
            confidence that he will do so. I will not forgive him for his deception, but as long as our goals are the same, I trust he
            will not betray us.”
         

         
         “Well,” said a weary, equally soft voice at our backs. “That’s something, at least.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Seven

         
         My heart skipped a beat. Kysa stiffened, her expression going hard and dangerous, as we all turned to face the owner of the
            voice. Raithe stood in the center of the building, out in the open and far from any concealing shadows or darkness. Obviously,
            he wanted to make certain he was seen. He stepped forward, his eyes glowing softly in the dim light.
         

         
         “What do you want here, iylvahn?” Kysa asked. Her voice was not biting or cruel, just stiff. A clear indication that he was
            no longer part of this group, that he was a stranger now.
         

         
         Raithe’s calm expression didn’t change. “I want to see where we stand,” he said simply. “Before we head out on a long, dangerous
            journey together. There are a few things we have to discuss.”
         

         
         “Yes.” Kysa’s tone could cut rock. “There are.”

         
         “Kysa.” Halek’s voice rose through the tension. He paused, then scratched the back of his head with a grimace, as if he was
            uncomfortable. “I know your clan hates the Deathless,” he said, “but maybe he had good reason to keep that bit of information
            from us. I mean, I’m sure he’s not allowed to tell people that the queen of the iylvahn is—was—the last remaining Deathless
            from ancient times.”
         

         
         “I am certain his reasons are sound,” Kysa replied, not glancing at Halek. Her cold black eyes continued to stare at Raithe, who met her gaze without expression. “Logical, even. I am sure he was under orders not to tell us anything about Irrikah or the queen he serves. But that does not change the fact that he does willingly serve a Deathless. Which makes him an enemy of my people.” 

         
         “Would a blood duel clear the air between us?” Raithe asked in a low voice, making my insides turn. Kysa had mentioned a blood
            duel before. I didn’t know what that was, exactly, but I could guess.
         

         
         “It might,” Kysa replied, before making a dismissive gesture with one gauntlet. “But it is impractical. If either of us dies,
            that is one less person to protect Sparrow on the journey, and my vow comes first. Personal grudges are not as important as
            stopping the Deathless King.”
         

         
         Raithe nodded. “Then it seems we are stuck with each other until we can find the piece of the loom,” he said. His pale eyes
            abruptly shifted to me. “However, I understand that some things cannot be forgotten or ignored. If my presence will make it
            more difficult to achieve our mission, I can ask the queen to replace me with another kahjai, or even one of our warriors.
            Someone who has no past with any of you. If that will make it easier, I will gladly step aside.”
         

         
         Everyone looked at me, as if this was my decision alone. My stomach roiled, my mouth going dry as Raithe held my gaze, waiting
            for an answer. What was I supposed to say, knowing Kysa despised him? Knowing I couldn’t trust him, much as I wanted to?
         

         
         Knowing that his fate loomed ever closer. And that this choice could be the deciding factor for whether the iylvahn lived or died. 

         
         Did the queen tell you about your fate, Raithe? Do you know that, very soon, you’re supposed to die? Would it make any difference if you knew?

         
         He didn’t know, I realized. He had told me, before we reached Irrikah, that he was absolutely certain he didn’t want to know his fate.
            What had Kysa told Halek that night? Everyone knows that trying to avoid your fate only puts you on the path to meeting it.

         
         My heart ached. I wished we could be like we were before. Me and Raithe, not knowing our futures, but knowing we could depend
            on each other to survive. I wanted to trust him. I knew there were reasons Raithe couldn’t tell me about the queen; I wasn’t
            even angry about that anymore. The kahjai had only been doing his duty. And I knew that cold, sometimes scary exterior was
            mostly a facade. That his real personality was warm and funny and surprisingly gentle. That, for such a skilled, cold-hearted
            assassin, he revered life and used violence only when he had to. But I didn’t want him to have to choose between me and the
            Deathless queen. Because that choice could rip us both apart, and I was terrified to face the truth of what his decision would
            be. What it had to be.
         

         
         Still, leaving him behind was unthinkable. The uncertainty would drive me crazy. I wouldn’t be able to sleep, wondering where the kahjai was and if his fate had already found him. Maybe I was being selfish. Maybe I was simply sealing his fate with this decision. But if, as the Fateless, I could ignore prophecy and unravel the thread of anyone I touched, then I would take this chance and hope to change what Fate had decided for him. 

         
         I bit my lip, using the pain to clear my thoughts, and shook my head. “No, Raithe,” I said quietly. “I want you to come. I’d
            rather have you with us than not.”
         

         
         For just a moment—so fast I probably imagined it—his expression softened, relief flickering through his eyes. But it was gone
            in a blink, and he nodded stiffly. “As you wish,” he said in a flat voice. “I will meet you tomorrow at the gates to the labyrinth.
            Be well, Fateless. Until then.”
         

         
         He nodded to all of us, then turned and walked away. I watched him leave the stables, felt a piece of myself leave with him,
            and wondered what other secrets the kahjai was hiding from us.
         

         
         Maybe it was time I found out for myself.

         
         

         The palace of the Deathless queen was never truly silent. Even when the moon had crept over the hidden city, bathing the outside
            world in ghostly luminance, the halls of the palace still glowed with light. Iylvahn glided down the corridors, working, wandering,
            speaking to each other in that strange, lyrical language. Watching them through my cracked-open door, I once again felt . . .
            small. Dirty. Unworthy to be in a place like this. Unworthy to be in their presence.
         

         
         But that wasn’t going to stop what I was about to do next.

         
         I closed my door, leaned my forehead against it, and took a deep breath. Tomorrow we would leave Irrikah, and everything I learned of the city would be lost. Before that happened, I wanted to see it for myself. I was Fateless, so maybe the magic of the city wouldn’t affect me when I left. Maybe I would remember my time here.
         

         
         I was tired of hiding away in my room. It was time to get out there and see Irrikah, the kingdom of the Deathless queen, and
            discover what she was really like.
         

         
         I opened my door wider and peered into the hall. Empty. I stepped into the corridor and closed the door softly behind me,
            intending to slip out of the palace unseen and head into the city.
         

         
         “Where are you sneaking off to?”
         

         
         “Goddess, Halek!” I jumped and glared at the Fatechaser, who had appeared behind me, a bright, mischievous grin on his face.
            “Have you been taking lessons from the kahjai? Don’t creep up on me like that.”
         

         
         He raised a knowing eyebrow. “The sneak thief accusing me of creeping up on her? I’ll take that as a compliment.”
         

         
         “I wasn’t sneaking.” I frowned at him. “I was just going into the city.”

         
         “Alone.” The brow arched higher. “And obviously trying not to be seen. I think that’s the very definition of sneaking.”

         
         I sighed. “Fine. Yes, I’m going to poke around the city a bit. I’m not trying to find anything specific—I just want to explore
            Irrikah without any guides or guards lurking over my shoulder.”
         

         
         “Sounds suspicious,” Halek said, and grinned. “Count me in. And no,” he added, “you can’t sneak off without me. I’ve been wanting to see Irrikah for a long time now. I tried to get Kysa to come with me, but she is rather determined not to have fun here. So you get the privilege of my illustrious company instead.” 

         
         I rolled my eyes. As if I could get rid of the Fatechaser. Once Halek decided something, it was impossible to change his mind.
            “Let me guess,” I said. “This is Fate at work, right? We’re fated to explore the city together, because you ran into me tonight?”
         

         
         “Honestly? With you, I have no idea anymore.” Halek shrugged. “But it doesn’t matter. I’m here, and this sounds like fun.”
            He held out an arm, that bright smile lighting up his face. “So shall we go see if we can’t defy Fate tonight?”
         

         
         No one stopped us as we left the palace. No guards barred our way, no chancellors appeared, insisting that we have a guide
            to lead us through Irrikah. The sentries at the palace gates did eye us with suspicion, but we slipped past them without incident
            and walked down the curling, winding steps into the city.
         

         
         As before, I was struck by how beautiful Irrikah was. Flowering tree branches overhung the terraced pathways, swaying gently
            in the breeze. Creeping vines curled up walls and dangled from rooftops, creating curtains of greenery. Everywhere I looked,
            color intermingled with the stone walls and structures that made up Irrikah. Even the waterfalls and small streams flowing
            down the mountain were perfectly placed. The entire city was like one enormous piece of art, created just for the iylvahn.
         

         
         “This place is so beautiful,” Halek sighed as we entered an open square. A fountain dominated the center, with a pair of iylvahn perched on the lip, trailing their fingers in the water. The Fatechaser gazed around the square and sighed again, then turned to me. “So, what do you think the iylvahn do for fun around here?” 

         
         I shrugged. All the buildings looked the same: sculpted and elegant, but strange enough that I couldn’t tell what was a home
            and what was a shop. If the iylvahn even had shops. “Maybe we should ask someone.”
         

         
         “Good idea,” Halek said, and walked up to the iylvahn sitting at the fountain. “Hey, there,” he greeted them cheerfully. “We’re
            new to Irrikah—your city is absolutely stunning, by the way—and we’re looking for places to go. Do you have any suggestions?”
         

         
         The two iylvahn stared at him, their expressions politely blank. One of them smiled, but it was a stiff, forced smile that
            didn’t reach her eyes. “If you are looking for entertainment, you can try the sylgellia,” she said, nodding to a large two-story building at the edge of the square.
         

         
         Halek blinked. “Sorry, what?”

         
         “Oh, my apologies.” The iylvahn woman didn’t sound at all apologetic, merely smug. “What is the word in your outsider tongue . . .
            oh, yes. Tavern. If you’re looking for a tavern, that is the place to go.”
         

         
         “Thanks,” Halek said, still smiling easily. “We appreciate it.”

         
         The iylvahn didn’t answer. Both turned away and began conversing with each other in their own language, though the sidelong
            glances at me and Halek made it very clear who they were talking about.
         

         
         “Well.” Halek grinned as we turned toward the tavern. The sylgellia, according to the iylvahn. “That was interesting. Do you get the feeling we’re not exactly wanted here?”
         

         
         “I did get that feeling, yes,” I muttered.

         
         “Ah, well.” He shrugged again. “Like I’ve said before, if I let being unwanted stop me, I wouldn’t get to go anywhere. Shall
            we?”
         

         
         We entered the sylgellia, which was unlike any tavern I had seen before. The space was wide open and airy, with vines and
            branches curling through the roof and growing up the walls. Tables and benches surrounded a sweeping divan in the center of
            the room, where a beautiful iylvahn woman played a haunting melody on a harp. The few iylvahn in the tavern sipped wine from
            crystal-clear glasses, looking regal and almost bored.
         

         
         As we stepped further inside, Halek nudged me and nodded to a table in the corner, where a trio of iylvahn sat playing a game
            that involved both cards and dice. “Thank the goddess,” he whispered. “They do have games here, after all. Though whatever
            they’re playing looks much more complicated than Triple Fang.” He watched the players a little longer before shaking his head.
            “I’ve never seen a game that uses both dice and cards,” he murmured. “I wonder how hard it is to learn?”
         

         
         “If anyone could, it would be you,” I muttered back. He beamed.

         
         We approached the bar, and the willowy bartender looked down his perfectly straight nose at us. “Outsiders,” he said in an
            overly polite voice. “Can I help you?”
         

         
         “Yes, what’s good here?” Halek asked, completely unruffled, while I was feeling more and more like creeping into the nearest
            clump of shadows and disappearing. “What do you recommend on the menu?”
         

         
         “Menu?” The iylvahn’s brow furrowed. “We don’t have a menu here,” he said, making the word sound ugly. “What is available today is what we have.”
         

         
         “Oh. Well, even better. I don’t have to make a choice.” Halek smiled at the iylvahn, who seemed unimpressed. “We’ll take two
            of your finest. Whatever it is.”
         

         
         No choice, I thought, as the iylvahn nodded and reached under the bar. Was that because they had limited resources, or was it just
            how iylvahn society worked? The bartender placed two glasses in front of us, then filled each one with a dark-red liquid.
            A heady, fruity scent filled the air, so strong I got a little lightheaded.
         

         
         “Oh, yes, this is going to knock me on my face, I can already tell.” Halek rubbed his hands together and looked at the bartender.
            “What do we owe you?”
         

         
         “You are guests in the queen’s palace,” the bartender replied flatly. “We do not need your outsider coin.” He waved an airy
            hand at the room and the tables behind us. “You owe us nothing. Please enjoy Irrikah to your heart’s content.”
         

         
         “On the house, then. My favorite phrase.”

         
         We took our drinks and retreated to one of the tables along the wall. It was isolated and somewhat hidden but offered a clear
            view of the room.
         

         
         Halek took a sip from the cup in his hand and immediately coughed. “Oh goddess, that is . . . sweet,” he wheezed. “And strong. I can almost feel my teeth retreating into my head.” He coughed once more, then set his glass on the table and looked at me. “So, what do you think of this place, Sparrow?” he asked in a low voice. “Not just the tavern—sorry, the sylgellia—but this whole kingdom. Irrikah, the city of the Deathless queen.”
         

         
         “I . . .” I hesitated, trying to put my thoughts together. Figure out what I had felt ever since I’d set foot in the palace.
            “I don’t think they like outsiders,” I said, making Halek nod. “They’re being hospitable because we’re guests of the queen,
            but I don’t think they want us here.”
         

         
         “Yes, that was fairly obvious,” Halek said. “And it can be quite common in such insulated societies. The iylvahn don’t get
            many visitors, I’d guess. And, from what Raithe has told us, I can see why. To the iylvahn, everyone who comes to Irrikah
            is a threat. To their safety and their queen.”
         

         
         “That’s why everyone forgets about Irrikah when they leave, I suppose,” I muttered.

         
         Halek furrowed his brow. “Yes, about that,” he said thoughtfully. “So, how are we going to know what we’re supposed to do
            regarding Maederyss’s loom?” he asked. “If we don’t remember anything about Irrikah or what happened while we were here, how
            does the queen expect us to accomplish the impossible mission she’s sending us on?”
         

         
         “I . . .” I blinked. “That’s a good question.”

         
         One I hadn’t even considered until now, but the Fatechaser was right. How would we know what to do if we lost all memories of what happened in the city? “I’m guessing the queen knows that already and has accounted for it,” I said. “It would be silly to give us such an important mission and then have us forget about it the second we leave Irrikah. Or, maybe . . .” I frowned. “Maybe we’ll remember the mission, but not the city. I don’t know. I would ask Raithe, but . . . I can’t rely on him to tell us anything.” 

         
         And then, as if the goddess had somehow heard our conversation, two kahjai entered the tavern.

         
         I straightened, and Halek glanced over. His eyes widened. Quickly, I scooted back into the shadow of the wall, ducking my
            head so they wouldn’t see me. I didn’t know why I had such a reaction; neither kahjai was Raithe. One was a female; the other,
            a sharp, angular male. I recognized them by their distinctive white hoods and the easy, predatory grace with which they walked
            into the room.
         

         
         The other iylvahn noticed them as well, though they pretended not to. Bodies stiffened very slightly, eyes tightening then
            glancing away. The iylvahn playing the harp on the divan continued plucking the strings with no change in the music, but I
            saw the thinning of her lips, the ripple of distaste crossing her features. The two kahjai retrieved a bottle of wine from
            the bar, then continued to an isolated corner.
         

         
         My heart picked up. Raithe wouldn’t tell me anything about the kahjai. From what I’d learned from the queen, I knew they had
            their own code, their own rules, their own conclave. And even their own people seemed to fear them. Why?
         

         
         Halek looked at me and raised an eyebrow. “What are you thinking, Sparrow?” he asked, lowering his voice. “You have that ‘I’m
            going to go be sneaky’ look.”
         

         
         I frowned at him. “I’m not going to be sneaky. I’m just going to . . . wander over there and make sure they don’t see me.” Halek grinned, and I sighed. “They’re kahjai. I want to know more about them. I figure this is the only way I’m going to learn.” 

         
         “Uh-huh. And this has nothing to do with a particular kahjai, does it?”
         

         
         “Are you going to help me or not?”

         
         His grin widened, and he slid out of his chair, grabbing his wineglass. “Distraction, then?” he asked, and gave me a wink.
            “Not a problem, I’m very good at being distracting.”
         

         
         He sauntered across the room, being very obvious, and walked up to the harp player in the center. She pulled back, staring
            at him with suspicious eyes, and the harp chords faltered. Halek smiled cheerfully and introduced himself, ignoring the cold
            stares from everyone in the room. Abruptly, he started singing, his clear tenor voice rising over the harp, and the iylvahn’s
            glares went from disdainful to appalled.
         

         
         While everyone was gazing at Halek, I slipped out of my seat and melted into the shadows along the wall. There weren’t many;
            the tavern was fairly well lit. But I managed to stealth my way across the floor and slide behind a large potted plant near
            the two kahjai in the corner. I couldn’t see them, but after a moment, a sultry female voice drifted to me through the leaves.
         

         
         “Ugh, the outsider is very noisy. Should we try Nessyll’s bar? It’s down by the water, but at least it will be quieter.”

         
         “I invited Raithe to meet us here,” said the other kahjai, and everything inside me froze. “I figured he needed one free night
            in his homeland before he has to venture out with those people again.”
         

         
         My stomach turned over at the mention of Raithe. So, these were his friends. The people he spent time with in Irrikah. I wondered if all the conclave members were close. If Raithe considered them family or if they were merely colleagues, even rivals. 

         
         “I don’t know why these outsiders are here,” the female kahjai said, sounding disgusted. “I know the queen needed to speak
            with the Fateless, but none of them looked special or competent enough to be Fateless.” She snorted. “Maybe it’s the insect
            rider? At least her clan are warriors.”
         

         
         “It’s the girl,” said the other, causing the ice in my veins to spread. “I heard she’s a thief from Kovass. She fled the city
            when the Deathless King was resurrected.”
         

         
         I bit my lip. The kahjai were aware of the Deathless King. Did the rest of the city know? Or was the queen keeping the king’s
            presence a secret to avoid panic?
         

         
         The female kahjai made another noise of contempt. “Bad enough that the outsiders would destroy us if they had the chance,”
            she muttered. “Now they raise one of the Deathless Kings to conquer the world for them. I know the queen has been waiting
            for the Fateless, but I don’t know why Raithe didn’t slit the rest of their throats before they reached Irrikah.”
         

         
         “He’s always been like that, and you know it.” The other kahjai’s voice was a warning. “Always more interested in the outside
            world than his homeland where he belongs. Strangely sympathetic to outsiders.” He sighed. “I don’t know why the queen chose
            him to be kahjai when he is so reluctant to kill. She must see something in him that we don’t.”
         

         
         “He’s been away from home too long,” said the female kahjai. Her voice had changed. She didn’t sound annoyed or disgusted, just slightly sad. “This is why the queen cautions us about being among outsiders. If he starts developing . . . outsider thoughts, I’m afraid for his future with the conclave. He’s such a talented kahjai—it would be a shame if the queen . . .” 

         
         She trailed off, as if reluctant to voice what she feared. My heart was pounding in my chest. I hadn’t known any of this about
            Raithe, the kahjai, or the queen. I did know one thing: We were not welcome in this beautiful city, with its insular, beautiful
            people. Even though they smiled and bowed and were perfectly polite, to the iylvahn, outsiders were to be hated and feared.
         

         
         The conversation with the two kahjai had not started up again, and a prickle of warning ran up my spine. Time to go, Sparrow. Before the highly trained assassins notice that you’re eavesdropping.

         
         I had started to move, to slip away from this corner and back to safety, when a hand slammed into the wall next to me, making
            me jump out of my skin.
         

         
         “Well.” The female kahjai loomed over me, gazing down with cold eyes. “Look what we have here. The Fateless herself, I believe.”
            Her head tilted, pale blue eyes watching me like a sand hawk. “They say you were a thief in Kovass. I believe it.” She stepped
            closer, pressing me against the wall, as her companion joined us. Now there were two highly lethal kahjai boxing me in, and
            nowhere to run.
         

         
         “Did you learn anything interesting, Fateless?” the female iylvahn asked. She raised an arm, a dagger appearing in her fingers from nowhere. “I heard that, in some outsider cultures, they cut off your hand for stealing,” she went on as my stomach twisted in fear. “Within Irrikah, stealing secrets is an offense that will get you killed. Shall I save the queen the trouble?” 

         
         “Sparrow! There you are!”

         
         Halek’s voice broke the tense silence, and the Fatechaser stepped to my side, smiling easily at the two iylvahn. “Sorry about
            that,” he said, seeming unruffled by the cold glares of the kahjai. “This was my fault. I thought I saw our friend and sent
            Sparrow to call him over.”
         

         
         “Your friend,” the male kahjai said flatly.

         
         “Yes. Tall, hooded, mysterious? Looks a lot like you from the back?” Halek made a vague gesture at nothing. “My apologies.
            It was a simple misunderstanding. Come on, Sparrow,” he went on, taking my arm. “I need a partner. You said you would learn
            this dice game with me. Still up for it?”
         

         
         I took a quick breath to find my voice. “Oh, right,” I breathed, trying to sound as casual as he did. To ignore the pulse
            racing in my ears. “Sure, Halek. Let’s go.”
         

         
         The kahjai stared a moment longer, then stepped back. Relieved, I started to walk away from the two deadly assassins, but
            the female kahjai’s voice stopped me in my tracks.
         

         
         “Raithe,” said the assassin in a hard voice, “is not your friend. Kahjai are no one’s friends, especially not outsiders. He
            might’ve protected you on your way to Irrikah, but do not mistake that duty for anything else. We are loyal to our queen and
            our nation—those who forget that tend to disappear.” Those cold blue eyes narrowed. “Remember that, Fateless.”
         

         
         I swallowed. Before I could think of a reply, a chill slid up my back, and the feeling of being watched crept over me. The two kahjai looked across the room, and the woman smiled. 

         
         I knew who I would see even before I turned around. Raithe stood in the entrance of the tavern, outlined in hazy moonlight.
            His pale blue eyes met mine across the room, though his expression was hidden in the shadows of his hood. My racing heart
            stuttered, my feet suddenly frozen to the floor of the sylgellia.
         

         
         “Raithe.” The two kahjai stepped around us and walked up to the iylvahn in the doorway. For a moment, he didn’t acknowledge
            them, his gaze fixed on me. Then the female kahjai stepped close, putting a hand on his arm, and he finally turned away. They
            held a quiet discussion in the doorframe, voices too soft to be heard, but I saw Raithe’s lips move as he spoke to them both.
            The female kahjai said something that caused his gaze to flicker to mine again, his eyes hard and flat. She shook her head
            and trailed a finger down his arm, and I clenched my jaw so tight my teeth throbbed.
         

         
         Without another glance at us, the three kahjai turned and left the tavern, vanishing into the shadows. I stared at the empty
            doorway, teetering on the edge of slipping into the night and following them. But this was Raithe’s city; he would know how
            to evade me, and he was probably expecting me to go after them. Besides, if I did catch up, what would I say? What would I
            ask the kahjai? He had already made it clear that he wouldn’t tell me anything, just as I had made it clear that I didn’t
            want to see him anymore.
         

         
         Halek stepped close, his voice a murmur. “If you want to follow them, just say the word,” he said. “I’m always up for tailing three highly trained killers through the shadows. I don’t think they’d murder us in a lonely alley, but it would be exciting nonetheless.”
         

         
         I took a deep breath and turned from the door. “No,” I decided, shaking my head. “What’s the point? You heard what the other
            kahjai said. Their loyalty is to the queen. We’re outsiders here. It’s better to just . . . forget them.”
         

         
         Forget him.
         

         
         Halek’s gaze was sympathetic, but he nodded. “Well, come on, then,” he said with a smile. “We may be outsiders, but I bet
            we can still score big at their dice tables. You and me, Sparrow, cleaning house in the iylvahn’s own city. Sounds fun, doesn’t
            it?” His eyes sparkled, and he held his arm out to me. “Up for learning a new game? We might win some fun trinkets before
            we leave for the World Scar.”
         

         
         I forced a smile. Raithe was gone; I didn’t want to think about him right now. I didn’t want to think about Deathless queens,
            kings, or looms of the goddess. Tomorrow we would leave the city and start what was probably the most dangerous journey of
            our lives. But right now, I wanted to forget all that, and focus on something I could do.
         

         
         I stepped up to the grinning Fatechaser and slipped my arm through his. “Let’s do it.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Eight

         
         Chancellor Llorek came for us at suns rise the next morning.

         
         “Greetings, Fateless,” he said, smiling as I opened my door. If he noticed my rumpled clothes, haggard face, and tousled hair
            from a night of no sleep, he didn’t comment. “It is nearly time for you to leave us. Are you ready?”
         

         
         I nodded, and the chancellor’s smile widened.

         
         “Good. Follow me, then. I believe your two companions are being summoned as we speak.”

         
         Kysa and Halek were waiting for us in the next hall. The insect rider looked as poised and unruffled as usual, but Halek’s hair stood up at odd angles, his eyes were bloodshot, and suspicious stains marred his shirt. We’d stayed in the tavern playing dice and card games until the wee hours of the morning, and Halek had been drinking through most of it. That had not stopped either of our lucky streaks, and we’d left with a few interesting trinkets, including a silver ring, a feathered bracelet, and a farseer: a glass-and-copper tube that magnified whatever you pointed it at. We’d stumbled back to the palace near dawn, whereupon Halek had announced he needed to “answer the call of nature.” I’d left the Fatechaser in the hall and retreated to my own quarters, but the little sleep I’d gotten had been plagued by nightmares, so I had lain atop the covers with my swirling thoughts until morning. 

         
         I stifled a yawn and glanced at Halek. “You look how I feel,” I said with a grimace. “I hope you at least made it into your
            room.”
         

         
         Kysa snorted. “The fool showed up in my room at dawn, because he couldn’t see straight enough to find his own,” she said. “He nearly had a spear hurled at his head,
            but luckily for him, I recognized his terrible singing.”
         

         
         “And what a darkly humorous fate that would’ve been,” Halek said with a grimace. “Drunkenly stumbling into the wrong room
            and getting impaled by a friend. I wouldn’t be the first Fatechaser to meet that fate, but I certainly would not want to join
            those ranks.” He looked at me and grinned. “Fortunately, as our warrior friend said, my beautiful singing saved me again.”
         

         
         Chancellor Llorek politely pretended not to hear any of this. “If you are ready,” he said, and gestured to a pair of iylvahn
            who walked into the room as if on cue. “Our guides will escort you to the northern gate to the labyrinth. The kahjai called
            Raithe will lead you the rest of the way through the Maze. Once you reach the Shifting Dunes, you will have come to the edge
            of our kingdom. From there, you must cross the dunes until you reach the Obsidian Spine, the mountain range that separates
            the last of the known kingdoms from the wilderness. The World Scar lies somewhere beyond those mountains.”
         

         
         I shivered in the shaded air of the palace. This mission felt like something out of a fable; like the story of the merchant prince who discovered an old lamp with a djinn inside. The djinn would grant him a single wish, but the wish would stick only if the merchant prince found true happiness with it. The cautionary tale about how the prince ended up destroying himself and half the kingdom chasing a happiness he could never achieve was a story everyone knew. This journey into a blasted hellscape to find a piece of the goddess of Fate’s loom felt the same: like a cautionary tale that would end badly for those who dared attempt it. 

         
         But it was far too late to back out now.

         
         We followed our guides into the twisted, shaded streets of Irrikah, stopping once to pick up Rhyne and Ratuk from the stables.
            The two rock beetles seemed happy to get out of the dark cavern, but whether it was because of the small enclosure or the
            company of dozens of hanging, chirping lizards, I wasn’t sure. They were both heavily encumbered, carrying a huge number of
            supplies for the journey, I guessed. At least the iylvahn had been generous in their provisions for a long, possibly fatal
            trek across the desert to find the goddess’s loom.
         

         
         We left the city, crossing a bridge that looked like it had been hand-carved out of the mountain. A large, impressive-looking
            stone gate stood at the end of the road, and beyond that, the tight, narrow gorges of the labyrinth beckoned.
         

         
         Raithe was nowhere to be seen.

         
         The two iylvahn stopped and bowed to us. “This is as far as we take you,” one of them explained. “From here, we leave you
            in the care of the kahjai. He will guide you through the labyrinth to the lands beyond.”
         

         
         “The queen sends her regards,” the other said, as they both rose and stepped back. “We hope you have enjoyed your time with us, Fateless. Farewell, and may the goddess’s blessings go with you.” 

         
         They turned and walked away, back toward the massive iylvahn city that rose above us like a flowering mountain. Halek sniffed
            and gave a mournful salute.
         

         
         “Farewell, then, Irrikah. May we meet again someday, if only in my half-remembered dreams.” He sighed and glanced at me and
            Kysa. “I guess we’ll have to wait for our good kahjai to show up, then?”
         

         
         “No,” Kysa said, gazing at the looming front gate. “I don’t believe we will.”

         
         I turned and saw Raithe standing in the shadow of the arch, as if he’d been there all along. A dark-scaled sand dragon waited
            beside him, camouflaged against the shade and stone. Relief battled anxiety as those pale eyes met mine. Relief that he was
            still here, that he had decided to come with us, after all; after last night in the tavern, I’d wondered if he would want
            to be around me at all. Anxiety that his fate was still out there, waiting to pounce, and that I wouldn’t be able to stop
            it. Or worse, that I had guided it right to him.
         

         
         And beneath it all, though I didn’t want to acknowledge it, there was a tiny flicker of what could only be jealousy. Who was
            that kahjai in the tavern, the female who had touched him so easily, who had seemed so close? I knew it was none of my business;
            we had both made our decisions, and I had no right to wonder. But still, I did.
         

         
         “Fateless.” His voice was calm, and he gave a single nod as we walked up. Once again, he was back to being overly polite, his expression impassive. I almost wished he would glare or make some kind of cutting remark; the icy wall between us now was even worse. “Are you ready?” 

         
         “I have a question, actually,” I said, and one silver brow arched. For a moment, I wondered why I was even asking him a question,
            but I plunged on anyway. “You said that we won’t remember what happened in Irrikah once we leave. If that’s the case, how
            will we know what we’re supposed to do once we’re out of the labyrinth? If we forget everything the queen told us, we won’t
            know anything about the World Scar or the piece of the loom.”
         

         
         Raithe hesitated, and I held my breath. Was this another thing he had to keep from us, another piece of information he couldn’t
            share? “I don’t know,” he finally admitted. “Typically, visitors to Irrikah will lose their memories of the city somewhere
            inside the labyrinth. But I’ve been given no special instructions beyond keeping you safe and guiding you to the World Scar.
            The queen knows the importance of our mission. I assume you will retain most of your memories once we leave the Maze.”
         

         
         “And if our memories are forcibly erased?” Kysa asked. “If we remember nothing once we leave the queen’s territory?”
         

         
         “Then I will tell you everything you need to know,” Raithe answered.

         
         “Will you?” Kysa’s voice was a challenge. “Or will you leave out the parts that are convenient? If we ‘forget’ our encounter
            in Irrikah, if everything that happened between us can be disregarded, are you really going to tell us that the queen you
            serve is a Deathless?”
         

         
         “Everything we need to know,” I repeated, feeling a chill of unease at the words. “Not ‘everything we’ve forgotten,’ Raithe? Just what we need to know to finish the mission.” 

         
         Raithe looked at me, and for just a moment, the mask of the kahjai slipped. For a single heartbeat, his expression was stricken.
            “I swear on my honor as a kahjai,” he almost whispered. “If you do lose your memories of all that happened in Irrikah, I will
            tell you everything. Nothing will be left out, I promise.”
         

         
         I desperately wanted to believe him. But with everything that had happened, all the mistrust and anger and bad feelings between
            us, if he could return things to the way they were before we’d found out the queen was a Deathless, would he?
         

         
         Kysa sighed. “Either way, it doesn’t matter,” she said. “Whether he tells us the truth or not, we still have to leave Irrikah.”
            She glanced at the sky and frowned. “Namaia will be rising soon. How long will it take us to get out of the Maze, kahjai?”
         

         
         “Not long,” Raithe said. “Half a day at most. There is a shelter at the edge of the labyrinth where we can wait out Demon
            Hour. After that, we’ll be close to the border of the queen’s territory, right on the edge of the Dead Lands.”
         

         
         “The Dead Lands,” Halek repeated. “That sounds ominous.”

         
         Raithe paused, gauging each of our reactions, then gave a slight frown. “Did Chancellor Llorek not tell you anything about
            the lands beyond the Maze?” he asked.
         

         
         I shook my head. “No. This is the first we’ve heard of them.”

         
         He winced. “Very well,” he murmured, and turned away, beckoning us forward. “Then I suppose it is up to me.”

         
         He mounted the sand dragon, and we stepped beneath the arch that led out of the city of Irrikah and into the labyrinth. As the shadow of the gate slid over us, I held my breath, wondering if I would lose my memories of the iylvahn city once we passed beneath the arch. But we stepped through the gate, coming out the other side, and all my memories remained intact. 

         
         For now.

         
         “There is a large stretch of land on the far side of the Maze,” Raithe began as we set off down the road. “According to legend,
            it used to be a verdant valley. Most of my people lived there during the reign of the Deathless. When the War of the Kings
            began, the land was destroyed. Millions of us died in a magical cataclysm that stripped all life from the valley. That’s when
            the queen created the labyrinth and pulled the few remaining iylvahn into hiding using the last of her power. Irrikah was
            built to shelter and protect us from the Deathless, so we didn’t go extinct.”
         

         
         I shared a glance with Halek. The more I heard about the queen from Raithe, the more I understood why the iylvahn revered
            her. Maybe I had been too harsh in my initial judgment. I’d seen a Deathless and had immediately jumped to conclusions. I regretted not hearing
            Raithe out when I had the chance. Maybe things would have been different between us.
         

         
         No, whispered the voice inside me. It’s too late for regrets. You know you can’t trust him, not completely. Raithe will always be loyal to the queen. Even if she is on our side now, what happens if he has to choose between us? You already saw what happened with Vahn. How much more betrayal can you take before it sinks in?

         
         Apparently, Kysa was not swayed, either. “That tells us nothing about the Dead Lands,” she said flatly. “Or what we will find
            there now.”
         

         
         “When the cataclysm hit,” Raithe continued, ignoring the insect rider’s statement, “it was unlike anything the ancient iylvahn
            had ever seen. According to the scholars, we didn’t die in a fire or flood or buried under the earth. When this Deathless
            unleashed their power on the land, it turned everything in the valley to stone. All life was snuffed out. When you venture
            into the Dead Lands now, you’ll see hundreds of statues that were once living people. An entire society, trying to exist in
            a world that had gone mad.
         

         
         “The valley is called the Dead Lands now,” Raithe went on, “not because of the statues, but because the spirits of the iylvahn
            who died on that day still wander the land. Whether it’s because the valley is cursed and they’re unable to return to the
            Weave, or because there were just so many souls who died in one place and can’t move on, the Dead Lands are full of restless
            spirits.”
         

         
         A chill settled in my stomach, making me shiver. “Will they hurt us?” I asked.

         
         Raithe didn’t answer right away. His brow furrowed, as if he were weighing his next words carefully. “None of my people go
            into the Dead Lands,” he said. “It’s a place we avoid at all costs. I’ve never been there myself. All I know of the Dead Lands
            is what is written in the history scrolls, what I’ve just told you now. But there are stories. Accounts of travelers who venture
            into the Dead Lands not coming out again.”
         

         
         “Spirits aren’t normally physically violent,” Halek said, surprising us. “At least, none of the ones I’ve encountered were. They can’t harm you unless they’re possessing something. The danger is more what they can do to your mind. I’ve heard of people walking off cliffs, driving a blade into their own eyes, or setting themselves on fire because of a spirit’s influence. Of course,” he added, holding up his hands, “I’m not a Ragnian fortune-teller—I don’t commune with the spirits on a daily basis, so I’m not an expert by any means.” 

         
         Once more, we traversed the labyrinth, me riding Ratuk, and Kysa and Halek following on Rhyne. Raithe and his sand dragon
            stayed several paces ahead of us, silently gliding down the narrow corridors of the Maze without looking back. I had forgotten
            how claustrophobic the labyrinth was, the walls looming oppressively on either side. Now that I knew what horrors wandered
            the Maze, I was even more uneasy. Every noise made me tense; even the breeze hissing through the canyons and rattling the
            branches growing out of the rocks made my skin crawl. It sounded too much like the skittering legs of the Bone Horror that
            had nearly killed us. Each time Raithe slipped around a tight corner and out of sight, my stomach would clench with fear that,
            when we reached the same place, he would be gone. That didn’t happen; he was always there, just ahead of us, but the thought
            of being lost and alone in this desolate place still made my skin crawl.
         

         
         Fortunately, the labyrinth remained quiet as we passed through. There were no monsters, no encounters with demon hounds or skeletal horrors, nothing except the empty walls of the canyon and the clicking footsteps of the rock beetles. The temperatures steadily rose, announcing the arrival of Namaia, her climb to join her sister overhead, and the approach of Demon Hour. 

         
         The air in the labyrinth had started to shimmer with heat, and sweat was pouring down my face and neck when Raithe suddenly
            turned his dragon from the path and vanished into a side canyon. By the time I had followed with Ratuk, the iylvahn had disappeared
            again, but a large cave entrance marked the end of the gully, large enough for even the two rock beetles to fit through. Inside,
            the cavern was little more than a hole in the stones, but it was dark and spacious and, most important, shaded from the twins
            through Demon Hour.
         

         
         “How far is it to the World Scar?” Kysa asked once the two beetles were settled. The cave did not have any stools or chairs
            to sit on, so the rest of us perched on various rocks and ledges around the wall. I sat on a low, rounded stone with my canteen
            and leaned against the wall, letting it cool my heated back.
         

         
         “Several weeks on foot,” Raithe answered. He had taken a corner for himself and was sitting with his back against a stone,
            one arm resting on his knee. While not actively ignoring the rest of us, he did not look up when Kysa asked her question.
            “I’ve never been there, understand, but I know it lies beyond the Dead Lands and across the Shifting Dunes. Both will be dangerous
            to cross, especially now that we’re limited to walking.”
         

         
         I shot a glance at Ratuk, huddled nearby with Rhyne and stoically chewing on a root poking through the wall. The rock beetle seemed fine; even being weighted down with twice as many supplies as normal barely seemed to bother him at all. But his wing, hidden beneath his carapace, was still injured. And Kysa’s warning about the rock beetle’s spirit being broken if he couldn’t fly continued to haunt me. 

         
         We dozed through Demon Hour, leaning against the cool stone and saying very little to each other. When Solasti had moved on,
            we ventured back into the Maze, following Raithe once more. This time, Halek rode with me on Ratuk, which was a welcome distraction.
            The Fatechaser was rarely silent; he was full of stories about his previous adventures that often ended in terrible, hilarious
            ways for someone. Whether he was just being himself or was determined to cheer me up, it took my mind off Raithe and the Deathless
            queen, at least for a little while, and I found myself smiling at some of the ridiculous situations he’d found himself in.
         

         
         “And that’s why you should never accept a dust monkey from a shady-looking merchant in Versulia,” Halek finished, making me
            snort with laughter. “Or if you do, make sure your valuables are tied securely to your person. Those little bastards are quick.”
         

         
         “Too bad there were no dust monkeys in Kovass,” I mused, when, without prompting, Ratuk came to a sudden stop in the middle
            of the path. Glancing up, I saw Raithe had stopped as well.
         

         
         With a ripple of movement, a lizard and rider materialized along the wall, crawling down to where the iylvahn waited. I tensed,
            and Halek stiffened behind me as the creature slithered its way down the sheer incline until it hovered a few feet above Raithe.
         

         
         “You are leaving the labyrinth, kahjai,” the Ellel Dorei said, with a quick glance at the rest of us. “This road will take you and your companions directly into the Dead Lands. Is this your intent?” 

         
         “Yes,” Raithe answered. “We are on a mission from the queen herself, and our path takes us through the valley. It is not a
            mistake.”
         

         
         The lizard rider nodded gravely. “As you say, kahjai. A word of warning, though.” He pointed toward the gap between the stones.
            “Our scouts have reported shadows and strange lights flickering beyond the border. They hear cries in the night, closer than
            they have ever been. The Dead Lands are restless. I would tread very softly, were I you.”
         

         
         Raithe bowed his head, and the Ellel Dorei turned his mount and scuttled up the cliff again, vanishing over the top. Raithe
            watched them disappear, then glanced back at us.
         

         
         “We’re leaving the labyrinth now,” he told us, gesturing at the narrow gap between cliff faces. “The Dead Lands are beyond
            that pass, so stay close.”
         

         
         He urged his dragon forward, and we followed. The walls of the canyon pressed down on either side of the rock beetle; so close
            they sometimes scraped Ratuk’s carapace as he passed, making me grit my teeth. I worried he would get stuck, and then we would
            have a huge problem. But, although it was tight, Ratuk made it through the narrow gaps without getting snagged. I gave a sigh
            of relief as we emerged from the crevice, the stone walls falling away, and the suns blazed down on us.
         

         
         Raising a hand, I squinted in the sudden light. As my eyes slowly adjusted to the brightness, I gazed down the rise into a
            sloping valley that seemed to stretch on forever.
         

         
         A chill ran through me. It seemed as if all color had been leached from the valley, leaving behind a palette of grays and whites. Petrified trees stood rigidly against the wind, branches snapped and lying in the dirt. Huge spears of rock jutted toward the sky, splitting the ground as they loomed to enormous heights, as if something had pulled them from the earth. A fine coating of dust, or maybe ash, covered everything, the air choked with a haze that scratched my throat and made me cough. 

         
         A stale wind hissed across the plains, smelling of stone and dust, and I shivered. Behind me, Halek blew out a quiet breath.

         
         “Not the cheeriest of places, is it?” he murmured in my ear. “I can see why the iylvahn avoid coming here.”

         
         I glanced at Raithe. He sat atop his sand dragon, gazing out at the bleak landscape, his features expressionless. Turning
            from the valley, he met my gaze and seemed to hesitate, as if struggling to say something.
         

         
         “What do you remember of Irrikah, Sparrow?” he finally asked in a quiet voice.

         
         The question, and the fact that he had said my name instead of just calling me Fateless, caught me off guard. I blinked, then
            realized what he was really asking.
         

         
         “Everything,” I whispered, and saw a flash of relief cross his face. “The city, the queen, our mission . . . I remember it
            all.”
         

         
         “Good.” Raithe’s voice was nearly a whisper as well. “I’m glad I won’t have to tell you everything and see . . . that look, all over again.” Looking up at the sky, he narrowed his eyes. “There are still a few hours till suns set,” he said. “We can get deep into the Dead Lands before nightfall, but I don’t know what we’ll find farther in. There are rumors of settlements, the remnants of old towns, scattered throughout the valley. Remember, the land is full of statues—we’re certain to stumble upon a few. And if you hear anything strange—voices, people calling for you—don’t answer them. The less attention we draw to ourselves, the better.” 

         
         An eerie quiet hung over the Dead Lands as we descended into the valley. There was no rustle of branches, no hissing of leaves,
            no scurry of anything small and fast over the ground. The petrified trees stood unnaturally still as we passed beneath the
            stony branches. Our rock beetles and Raithe’s sand dragon left shallow footprints in the dust, three-toed prints, and a long
            dragging tail next to a line of circular holes from insect legs.
         

         
         Despite the emptiness, I could feel eyes on me. Maybe it was just my paranoid imagination, but every so often, I’d catch a
            strange silhouette from the corner of my eye, an outline of a body or a face in the trees. Of course, it would be gone when
            I turned, making me wonder if I had seen anything at all.
         

         
         The shadows grew long as Namaia began to descend over the distant mountains. As the light faded, a chill crept into the air.
            I shivered and pulled further into my hood, grateful for the warmth of the Fatechaser against my back.
         

         
         “Hey,” Halek said, his voice unnaturally loud in the stillness. His hand rose over my shoulder, pointing to something in the
            distance. “Are those lights?”
         

         
         I blinked. Through a scattering of skeletal trees, something flickered in the gloom. It looked like a torch, or a campfire,
            a warm orange glow that beckoned enticingly.
         

         
         “Ignore it,” Raithe said, glancing back at us. “It’s only a spirit trying to lure you that way.”

         
         “Are you sure?” Halek wondered. “It looks like someone’s camp to me. What if we’re not the only ones out here?”

         
         “We are.” Raithe’s voice was firm. “No others venture into the Dead Lands, and even if they did, we can’t risk it. Don’t follow
            any lights, and don’t respond to any voices you hear. It’s getting on toward night, so the spirits will be roaming.”
         

         
         “Perhaps we should set up camp ourselves,” Kysa suggested. “Since we are trying not to attract their attention.”

         
         “I’ve been looking for a good spot,” Raithe said, and nodded toward a stony rise, silhouetted black against the sky. “I think
            near the base of that rock will provide enough shelter to stop for the night.”
         

         
         We found a nook sheltered on three sides by boulders and the looming rock face. While Kysa and I took care of the rock beetles,
            Halek and Raithe somehow got a fire started, though there was no wood and no grass anywhere. The fire crackled valiantly and
            warded off a bit of the chill, but even the flames looked sick and weak against the darkness.
         

         
         Raithe kept his distance from the rest of us, hovering at the edge of the camp, gazing into the darkness of the forest. When
            the moon rose above the lifeless valley, he announced that he would take first watch and disappeared into the shadows of the
            trees.
         

         
         Anything to keep from talking to me, I supposed.

         
         

         “Sparrow.”

         
         I opened my eyes, shivering. The fire in the camp had burned low, embers glowing sullenly against the gloom. Across the firepit, Halek lay curled up in his blanket like a caterpillar, and Kysa leaned against a rock with her own blanket drawn over her shoulders. For once, the insect rider seemed deeply asleep and didn’t stir when I sat up. Raithe’s spot was empty, though his blanket was gone. I figured the kahjai was still on watch somewhere nearby. At least, I hoped he was. 

         
         “Sparrow.”

         
         Gritting my teeth, I closed my eyes. That was Vahn’s voice; I recognized it instantly. The tenor, the cadence, even the way
            he said my name was familiar. Which meant there was a spirit nearby, playing with me, because Vahn was dead.
         

         
         “Sparrow. Come over here.”

         
         The voice echoed from the lurking gloom just outside the circle of firelight. A chill ran down my spine, raising the hair
            on my arms. I pulled my hood up and stared into the dying embers, not letting my gaze stray anywhere else.
         

         
         It’s not him. You’re not really him, so leave me alone.

         
         “Why won’t you talk to me?” The voice took on an almost pleading tone. “I’ve missed you, Sparrow. Come over here, please.”

         
         I bowed my head, curling my fists into the blanket. Vahn would never say that. Not even when he was trying to manipulate me.
            He never begged, never bartered. He laid out terms clearly, and you either accepted or you didn’t. The times he said please to anyone could be counted on one hand.
         

         
         So why did my chest feel so tight? Why did I feel tears stinging the corners of my eyes? This wasn’t Vahn. This was just a
            spirit, pretending to be Vahn. So what if it was parroting the very things I’d longed to hear Vahn say?
         

         
         “Sparrow. Don’t you miss me?”

         
         “Go away,” I whispered, drawing further into my hood. Pulling the blanket over my head, I squeezed my eyes shut. “You’re not
            Vahn. Vahn isn’t here anymore. And even if he was, I don’t want to see him again. Leave me alone.”
         

         
         “Sparrow?”

         
         This time, the voice didn’t come from the shadows, but from right in front of me. But it wasn’t Vahn’s voice, either. Strong
            fingers gripped my arms, firm but gentle, and I opened my eyes. Peeking out from the covers, I looked up into Raithe’s concerned
            gaze.
         

         
         He released me as soon as our eyes met and drew back a pace. Behind him, Halek snorted, still asleep, and turned over on his
            side. Kysa’s breathing faltered, then continued, slow and deep. I bit my lip and glanced back at Raithe, who continued to
            watch me with concern.
         

         
         “What happened?” he asked softly.

         
         I ducked my head, my eyes stinging. “I think I caught the attention of a spirit,” I whispered. “Something is out there calling
            to me. It . . . it sounded like Vahn.”
         

         
         His gaze turned sympathetic. “Try to ignore it,” he murmured. “I know it’s hard. But if you don’t respond, eventually they’ll
            get bored or distracted and leave.” He moved beside me and sat down, leaning against the rock wall. “I’ll stay up with you,
            so you don’t have to face it alone.”
         

         
         I nodded at him gratefully. The night was silent now; either the spirit had given up or it didn’t want to call out when there was more than one person to hear. “How does it know about Vahn?” I asked the kahjai beside me. “I haven’t talked about him since we left Irrikah.” 

         
         “It doesn’t,” Raithe answered. “The historians say it’s part of the curse of these lands. The spirits call out to you, but
            you hear the voices of the people you miss the most. The ones you’ve lost. It’s your own memories, your own longing and guilt,
            that cause you to hear them as you do. There’s a reason my people never returned to this place.”
         

         
         I shivered. “Whoever did this,” I said, “whichever king it was, he must’ve been a real bastard.”

         
         “He hated the queen,” Raithe answered, surprising me. “The war affected everyone, but according to the most ancient stories,
            there was a personal grudge between Sahmessyia and one of the other Deathless, though his name has been lost to time. He didn’t
            just want to destroy her, he wanted to corrupt everything she had built, everything she had created. Including us.
         

         
         “The day of the cataclysm,” Raithe went on, his eyes distant, “the iylvahn were nearly wiped out. The accounts say it happened
            quickly—a blink, a flash, and everything was gone. Turned to stone in an instant. But the king didn’t want to erase us. He
            wanted an eternal reminder to the queen that there was a land here, once, full of life and people. So the statues remained, to twist the knife in as deep as it could go.
         

         
         “But he didn’t get us all. A few remained—a handful, but enough to rebuild, repopulate, and start over from nothing. The queen
            was able to hide us for the rest of the war, until the other Deathless eventually destroyed themselves.”
         

         
         Raithe gazed toward the horizon, where a thin crescent moon hovered over the valley like a razor-thin smile. “We owe the queen our lives,” he murmured. “Without her, the iylvahn would have been destroyed, and the shadows that haunt these lands would be the only hint that we existed at all.” 

         
         Regret churned softly within. The iylvahn had good reason to revere the queen; she had literally saved their entire race from
            extinction. I wished I had known this before. I hadn’t really given Raithe the chance to explain anything before I’d accused
            him of deceiving us. I’d reacted solely on fear, and things had sort of fallen apart from there.
         

         
         Was it too late to fix things? Did I want to fix things, knowing what I did now?
         

         
         “Raithe . . .” He immediately looked at me, and I swallowed hard. “I . . . I reacted badly . . . when we met the queen,” I
            stammered. “I saw a Deathless, and . . . that was all I could think about. I didn’t give you a chance to explain anything.
            Maybe if I had . . .”
         

         
         He sighed. “You reacted badly because I didn’t tell you anything,” he said. “I could have. Between Kovass and Irrikah, there were plenty of chances to say something,
            and not a day goes by that I don’t wonder why I didn’t. I guess . . .”
         

         
         For the first time since I’d known him, Raithe faltered. Bowing his head, he didn’t say anything for a long moment. When he did speak, his voice was barely a breath between us. “I was afraid that you would see me like you did Vahn. Your trust was such a fragile thing at first—it was like trying to coax a wounded bird into my hand. I thought that if you knew the truth, you would believe I was just another servant of a Deathless, willing to sacrifice you to their ruler.” He smiled, and the chuckle that escaped him was a bitter thing, low and self-mocking. “Of course, that’s the height of irony, I realize now. By not telling you anything, that’s exactly what I made happen” 

         
         “I know you’re not like Vahn.” The words were out of my mouth before I knew it, startling me. Because they were true. Both
            served a Deathless. Both had kept things from me. But I had always chased Vahn’s affection; the scraps of approval that he’d
            thrown my way had been rare but frequent enough to keep me going. To keep trying to please him. And even though I’d desperately
            wanted him to acknowledge me as a daughter, all he’d ever seen me as was a tool. A thing that would bring the Deathless King
            back into the world.
         

         
         When Raithe looked at me, it was very different. His affection was never forced. Though the emotion in his eyes both thrilled
            and terrified me, I knew it was true.
         

         
         Even though the queen herself had warned me about trusting my heart to a kahjai.

         
         “You’re not like him,” I said again, as Raithe continued to watch me. “I know that now.” His eyes glowed like the halo of
            light around the crescent moon, and my heart beat faster in response. I swallowed hard and spoke the words I dreaded. “I just . . .
            I don’t want the day to come when you have to choose between me and her.”
         

         
         He didn’t ask what I meant. He didn’t immediately assure me that I had nothing to worry about. We both knew that wasn’t true.
            If the queen gave Raithe a direct order, he would have to obey. Even if it meant hurting me.
         

         
         Raithe was silent for a long moment, sitting against the rock with one knee bent, his arm resting atop it. When he finally spoke, his tone was resigned, and the pain threaded through the words tugged at my heart. “I wish I could give you some sort of promise, Sparrow,” he murmured, his gaze on the stones at his feet. “I wish I could assure you that none of the things you fear would be realized. But when it comes to the Deathless and the Fateless, even prophecy can’t be trusted. I can’t make you any vows or promises when nothing about our fates is certain.” 

         
         Nothing is certain. Hope flickered. Maybe I would be able to save him, to change his fate, after all.
         

         
         “I know,” I whispered back. “I understand, Raithe. I don’t want you to promise me anything.”

         
         “I will say this, though.” He took a quiet breath, and the hand on his knee curled into a fist. “You . . . mean a great deal
            to me, and not just because you’re the Fateless.” My heart turned over, my stomach doing crazy cartwheels, as the iylvahn
            continued. “If there ever comes a time when you can see me as more than the Deathless queen’s assassin, I’ll be here. For
            as long as I’m able. And I will protect you, with everything I have, until this journey is done.”
         

         
         I blinked hard, driving back the tears stinging my eyes. Raithe hesitated a moment longer and then stood, outlined in hazy
            moonlight.
         

         
         “If you hear any more spirits, try to ignore them,” he said, gazing down with soft eyes. The fingers on the hand closest to
            me twitched, reaching for my arm, then curled into a fist and dropped. “If you can’t ignore them, come find me. I’ll be close.”
         

         
         He walked away, disappearing into the darkness, leaving me aching and fighting myself not to call out to him.

         
         Perhaps in response to my misery, or maybe to prove that irony was cruel, there were no more spirits that night. The darkness
            remained still, silent, leaving my churning thoughts to be my only company until dawn.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Nine

         
         The next morning, as the sky lightened and the stars faded from view, we continued deeper into the Dead Lands. We rode single
            file, with me on Ratuk, Kysa and Halek following on Rhyne. The area around us was quiet, but unlike before, it was not still.
            I could sense eyes on me, invisible creatures prowling the shadows just out of sight. I kept my gaze straight ahead over Ratuk’s
            carapace, staring past his horn and trying not to look at anything. Once, something called my name from the darkness, the
            voice sounding distinctly like Jeran. I clenched my teeth and ignored it, despite the soft pleading that tore at my heart.
         

         
         Solasti was threatening the eastern horizon, tinting the distant mountains red, when I saw a statue clearly for the first
            time.
         

         
         The rocky plateau had given way to a forest of petrified trees, shattered limbs and branches lying along the path. Some of the trees loomed over us, ancient and gnarled, twisted branches clawing at the sky. I had never seen trees so large and could only imagine what they’d looked like in life, full of leaves and flowering buds like the ones in Irrikah. But even the most massive trunks were cracked and eroded, slowly crumbling with time, the limbs barren and dead. Once, a sharp crack nearly made me jump out of my skin, as one of the enormous branches snapped from the whole and crashed to the ground in a ringing clamor of twigs and dust. 

         
         “Weaver’s mercy,” Halek gasped, one hand on his heart as the dust settled, silence falling over the grove once more. “That
            took years off my life. I thought the most dangerous things we had to worry about were the spirits, not trees falling on our
            heads.”
         

         
         “They’re ancient,” Raithe answered, his gaze shadowed as he stared up at the looming sentinels. “They’ve been here since before
            the fall of the kingdom. The stories say the whole valley used to be full of trees like this. Now only a few are left.”
         

         
         I ducked a low-hanging branch as Ratuk wove his way between a pair of trunks. The rock beetles, used to barren plains and
            sprawling deserts, found navigating a forest of trees challenging. I dodged a stone twig that might’ve poked my eye out, straightened,
            and met the hollow eyes of a statue hidden behind the trunk.
         

         
         I jerked, and Ratuk veered sharply to the side, nearly running into another tree. Heart pounding, I looked back at the effigy,
            shielding my eyes from the rising sun. It was a statue of a tall iylvahn woman, her head tilted back and one arm raised, as
            if she was gazing up at the trees. Her other arm had snapped off at the elbow, and her features had worn away so that only
            a few shallow indentions in her upturned face showed where her eyes, nose, and lips would have been. From the smoothness of
            the face, and the heavy erosion of the statue as a whole, it looked like it had stood here, motionless, for hundreds of years.
         

         
         My skin crawled, the horror of it all creeping over me. At one point, long, long ago, this statue had been a flesh-and-blood person. An iylvahn simply living out her life. Perhaps she’d had a family. Perhaps she was meeting someone, a friend or a lover, in this forest. And in one terrible, cataclysmic moment, it was all snuffed out. 

         
         For the few left behind, it must’ve been horrific.

         
         “Sparrow.” Raithe appeared on his sand dragon, his face shadowed with concern as he rode up. “Ratuk startled back there. Are
            you all right?”
         

         
         “I’m fine.” I nodded to the statue. “I just ran into our friend here.”

         
         His jaw tightened as he studied the stone figure. Seeing it must’ve been different for him, I realized. This wasn’t just a
            lifeless statue to Raithe; it was a representation of what his people had been, and what they had lost.
         

         
         For a few heartbeats, he simply gazed at the statue, his expression unreadable. “Raithe?” I probed. “You okay?”

         
         “I . . .” He shook his head, giving me an apologetic glance. “This is the first time I’ve seen one,” he murmured. “There’s
            hardly any information about the statues, what they look like, how many there are, if they’ve all crumbled to dust by now.”
            He glanced back at the statue, a muscle working in his jaw. “I keep telling myself that it’s just a statue, but even now,
            I can see the details of her life.”
         

         
         “Can you?” I studied the figure, looking at the worn, nearly smooth features of her face. “Like what?”

         
         “She’s wearing a leather apron,” Raithe said, his voice low and dull. “There are tools in the pockets. Blacksmithing tools. She is also wearing a necklace that proclaims she has found her joined partner and they will be officially bonded soon.” A humorless smile touched his face, and he shook his head. “Even after all this time, we aren’t that different at all.” 

         
         “Why is she out here?” Kysa wondered, as she and Halek approached on Rhyne. “You say this was a blacksmith, but blacksmiths
            are not usually known for wandering the wilderness. Why would one have traveled so far into the woods alone?”
         

         
         “There must be a town somewhere close,” Raithe said, turning away from the statue. His expression was still unreadable, but
            the grimness hovering in his eyes was not. “I expect we’ll start seeing a lot more statues the closer we get to a settlement.
            Let’s keep moving.”
         

         
         I gave the statue one last look before turning Ratuk around and urging him forward.

         
         It was strange, but as we walked away from the statue and deeper into the forest, I had the eerie sensation of eyes on the
            back of my head.
         

         
         

         Like Raithe predicted, a few minutes later, we started seeing a lot more.

         
         These statues were more chilling than the first one, because they told a terrifying story. Stone figures appeared through
            the trees, frozen in various stages of flight, their faces twisted in fear and pain. It was obvious that they had been running
            from something.
         

         
         “They were fleeing their village,” Kysa remarked, staring at a trio of statues: a pair of adults and a child. The mother held the child’s hand as they ran, the little girl clutching the remains of a doll in her other arm. The male iylvahn—the father, I guessed—was looking back at them, hands clenched as if he were carrying something. “Running for their lives, with everything they could carry at that moment,” Kysa went on, her voice grim. “It seems they knew something was coming.” 

         
         I wrenched my gaze away from the little girl, only to see dozens more stone figures through the trees. Many were still upright,
            though some had fallen and were lying half buried in the dust. The statues had eroded with time; their faces were blurred,
            limbs snapped off and broken, and fine details worn away, but they were all still recognizable as iylvahn. They were all running
            from a horrible fate that none of them could escape.
         

         
         “This is awful,” Halek muttered, after several minutes of walking through a forest filled with statues. Every one of them
            told a story of fear and horror, from the statues in a desperate, all-out run, to the couples clutching each other in a last
            embrace, to the figures kneeling and looking up at the sky, as if praying to Maederyss in their final moments. I saw a statue
            of a mother clutching two children tightly against her, shielding them from whatever was to come. I saw a younger man bending
            down to help an older woman to her feet. And I saw a statue of a single iylvahn who had turned back against the tide and was
            standing with his hands and chin raised, shouting something in defiance.
         

         
         “I can see why your people never come to these lands,” Kysa said. It was the first time she had spoken to Raithe without the cold, stiff tone she had used since the labyrinth. “In the Barren Steppes, there are mass graveyards, places where hundreds of warriors and their mounts fell in battle. Their bones and shells lie there in the clay, a reminder to all who pass through. But they were warriors who died a warrior’s death. This . . .” She shook her head at the effigies around us, her eyes tight with sympathy and horror. “There are no words for this atrocity. The Deathless who caused this was a soulless monster.” 

         
         Raithe didn’t answer. He had slipped back into the kahjai persona again, the blank, expressionless mask that showed nothing
            of what he was feeling. He scanned the forest, searching and wary. He was seeing the statues, but he was also looking right
            through them. Though his face was impassive, I knew Raithe; I knew a storm of emotion had to be churning inside, and I ached
            for him. I wished I knew what to say, but what could you say about something that happened so long ago?
         

         
         The statues finally began to thin a little, as did the trees.

         
         “Hey.” Halek pointed suddenly. “Is that a town?”

         
         I peered through the skeletal trunks. The shadows were starting to grow long, as Namaia had begun to sink over the horizon,
            and the forest looked even eerier in the gray twilight. But between the trees, I spotted the outline of a structure. As we
            got closer, it solidified into the strangest house I had ever seen.
         

         
         It was made of wood. Not stone or clay or sandstone, like all the structures I’d ever seen, but actual wooden planks. The
            walls were decayed and full of holes, but I could see the grain of wood in every individual board. A set of crumbling wooden
            stairs led up to a front porch that was mostly rotted away. The roof, or what remained of it, was tall and steep, coming to
            an angled point far overhead.
         

         
         Gazing past the odd house, I spotted more of the same kind of structure, scattered in ramshackle rows throughout the trees. As I stared at them, I made out the remains of a town, skeletal buildings lining crumbling, overgrown roads. An ominous feeling stole over me, and I gazed around, wondering why I felt so uneasy. A moment later, I realized there were no statues. At least, none that I could see. 

         
         “Wooden houses,” Halek remarked, studying the structures from atop Rhyne’s back. The rock beetle was investigating one of
            the broken railings that had fallen from the porch, and after a moment, took a bite out of the post. It crumbled to dust in
            the beetle’s jaws, and Rhyne snorted, shaking his head.
         

         
         “There are stories that the ancient people used to build their towns using wood,” Halek went on, as Rhyne turned away from
            the post in distaste. “Hard to imagine now, but I guess if this whole place used to be full of trees, it would make sense.”
         

         
         “Homes made out of wood seem impractical,” Kysa remarked. “Very prone to catching fire, I’d imagine.”

         
         “Not a lot of danger from fire back then,” Raithe said. “This valley was supposedly very lush and green before the cataclysm.”
            He gazed into the forest, as if he could see what the valley had been like . . . before, then he shook his head. “It’s getting
            late. The spirits will be out soon. We should look for a place to make camp.”
         

         
         I nodded, turned Ratuk away, and then noticed the statue behind us on the path.

         
         I startled once again, causing Ratuk to snort and toss his head in annoyance. The statue stood beside a skeletal tree at the edge of the path into town. I had no idea how I hadn’t seen it before; it was literally out in the open. It wasn’t posed like the other statues we’d seen; in various stages of running away. This one stood motionless with its arms at its sides, staring at the ground with its head bowed. If it had been a real flesh-and-blood person, seeing it like that would have set off all my alarm bells. As it was, it was still disturbing. What had the person been doing there? Why had they been standing motionless when the townspeople around them were fleeing for their lives? 

         
         “Weaver’s mercy,” Halek remarked, one hand going to his chest. “When did that statue get there? I must be going blind—I didn’t
            even see it until now.”
         

         
         I shivered. Something about the statue seemed . . . familiar. I urged Ratuk closer, but the rock beetle huffed and shook his
            head, not moving from his spot. I gave him the command again, a little firmer this time, but the rock beetle ignored it.
         

         
         I blinked. This was the first time Ratuk had refused an order. Maybe he hadn’t completely accepted me as his new rider after
            all. Or maybe he was hungry. If Rhyne got too hungry, he became extraordinarily stubborn until he was fed, according to Kysa.
         

         
         “Are you having trouble with your mount, rider?” Kysa asked, frowning.

         
         “I don’t know.” Sliding out of the saddle, I came around to the beetle’s head. “Ratuk, what’s going on? Are you hungry?”

         
         Ratuk huffed and bumped me with his head, not seeming angry or upset at all. I patted his nose. “He seems fine,” I told the
            insect rider. “I guess he just had a stubborn moment. I’ll feed you soon, Ratuk, I promise.” I gave him a final pat, then
            took a few steps back and turned toward the statue.
         

         
         It was staring at me.

         
         A chill crept up my spine. A moment before, that worn, featureless face had been gazing at the ground, I was sure of it. And
            in the split second before my mind could register that fact, I realized two things. One, I recognized the figure: It was the
            first statue we had seen, the blacksmith girl in the leather apron. And two, I had caught glimpses of it before, in the trees
            or among the other statues; I just hadn’t realized what it was. It felt familiar . . . because I had subconsciously recognized
            it ever since that first encounter in the woods. I had seen it following us, stalking us, and hadn’t realized it until now.
         

         
         All this flashed through my head in an instant, and I heard Raithe draw in a sharp breath as he realized it, too. “Sparrow,”
            he said, his voice low and tense, “come away from it now.”
         

         
         In horrifying silence, the statue turned its head at the sound of his voice, sending a cold lance of fear straight through
            my chest. It took two steps forward, moving with a jerky, almost insect-like gait, its movements sporadic and unnatural. Slowly,
            it rotated its eyeless, featureless head back around . . . and then charged right at me.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ten

         
         I gave a yelp of pure terror, throwing myself backward as the statue lunged. Its single stony arm swiped at me, the fingers
            missing my face by inches. Pulling my dagger, I slashed desperately as it kept coming. The blade screeched as it raked across
            the smooth, eyeless face, leaving behind a thin white scar but nothing else. Unhindered, the statue grabbed for me; I dodged,
            feeling stone fingers catch my hood as I scrambled away. It was shockingly fast for a thing made of solid rock. I slashed
            at it again, cutting the side of its head as it swung at me, and it didn’t even pause as stone fingers curled around my arm.
         

         
         Instantly, the pressure was unbearable, like my arm was caught in a stonemason’s vise, squeezing with bone-cracking strength.
            The statue dragged me close, the crushing grip bringing tears of pain to my eyes. Thankfully, it only had one arm. The stump
            of its other limb raised toward my neck, as if to grab my throat with fingers it no longer had.
         

         
         With a screech and a burst of sparks, Raithe’s sword clattered off the statue’s arm, sending a vibrating jolt of pain up my
            shoulder. The statue whirled toward the kahjai but didn’t let me go. My wrist bones ground together under the relentless grip,
            and I cried out, expecting my arm to snap in the next second.
         

         
         And then Ratuk plowed into the statue with a bellow, his four-foot horn crashing into the statue’s chest. The impact sounded like two boulders smashing together. The statue was flung backward, the pressure on my arm releasing, the front of its chest caved in. I collapsed, cradling my wrist, as the rock beetle shook his head and charged again. His horn caught the statue as it was struggling to rise and flung it high into the air. It plummeted onto the roof of one of the houses, smashing through the boards in a cloud of splinters and dust. 

         
         Silence settled over the town once more. I waited, holding my breath, listening for the shuffle of feet, for the crash of
            planks as the statue came through the house and attacked us again. Except for the settling of a couple boards, nothing moved.
            The air was still.
         

         
         “Sparrow.” Raithe knelt beside me, eyes shadowed with concern as he reached out. Gentle fingers took my wrist and brushed
            back my sleeve. Beneath the cloth, I could see the bright red marks where the stone fingers had gripped my arm, each one like
            a brand across my wrist. Looking at them made it hurt even more than it already did.
         

         
         Raithe’s lips tightened. Very slowly, his fingers moved down my arm, probing, squeezing. I gritted my teeth against the pain
            and turned my head away, trying not to gasp.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” Raithe murmured, finally easing up on the bruises. He still held my arm but was careful not to put any pressure
            against the skin. “I know it hurts, but can you move your fingers and wrist?”
         

         
         I tried, flexing my hand and moving my wrist in a circle. The motions sent stabs of pain through my arm, but my joints seemed to be functioning normally. Raithe nodded and relaxed. 

         
         “Good,” he murmured. He seemed reluctant to let go of my hand, and I didn’t want him to. Even through the pain, the touch
            of his fingers sent shivers racing over my skin. Those pale blue eyes met mine, the worry in them clear. “I don’t think anything
            is broken. Did it grab you anywhere else?”
         

         
         I shook my head. “It wanted to,” I said, still shivering from both pain and the feel of gentle fingers on my skin, a sharp
            contrast to the horrifying grip of the statue. “But it didn’t have another hand, thank the Weaver.”
         

         
         “Thank the Weaver for that,” Raithe agreed softly, and helped me to my feet. Ratuk pressed close, still huffing in agitation,
            and I patted the beetle’s blocky head. “You were amazing, Ratuk,” I told him. “Thank you.”
         

         
         “Okay, what in the Weaver’s mercy was that?” Halek wondered loudly as he and Kysa approached on Rhyne. “I thought we just
            had to worry about spirits in the valley, not statues that come to life and attack us. That was the most terrifying thing
            I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen a lot of terrifying things. Giant spiders, the walking dead, centipedes that spit poison at
            you. But I think this pretty much takes the prize.”
         

         
         Kysa gazed into the town, eyes narrowed. “Do we have to worry about others coming after us?” she wondered, looking at Raithe.

         
         “I . . . don’t know,” Raithe said, sounding frustrated. He raked a hand through his silver hair, shaking his head. “There haven’t been any reports of the statues coming to life,” he muttered. “And we passed dozens on our way here. None of them moved or came after us. Why would this one be the exception?” 

         
         “The spirits,” I said, remembering the voice I’d heard that first night, calling to me from the darkness. “In certain stories,
            spirits can possess things. Other people, but sometimes objects.”
         

         
         “That’s true,” Halek echoed. “I once spent the night in a haunted tomb, where the spirits of the dead kept making the candles
            fly at me. It was, if I remember correctly, one of the longest nights of my life.”
         

         
         “What if . . .” I looked back toward the woods, where the shadows had grown very long. Was it my imagination, or did I see
            movement between those trunks? “What if the spirits here can possess the statues?”
         

         
         Raithe’s eyes narrowed, and he gazed at the forest. “If that’s true,” he murmured, “then we are in the worst possible place
            right now—close to a settlement, where there is likely to be the greatest concentration of both spirits and statues. If we
            have drawn their attention, then the statues we passed before . . .”
         

         
         He trailed off, his dark skin going ashen, and took a single step back from the clinging shadows of the trees. Heart in my
            throat, I turned from him to gaze at the looming forest.
         

         
         And that’s when the horde of statues came through the trees.

         
         My blood turned to ice, and my stomach dropped in absolute terror. The statues made little sound as they came, their footsteps muffled by layers of dust and ash as they shuffled forward. They were the same statues we had seen before, the iylvahn who had been caught fleeing their homes. I saw the figure of the mother with her two children shambling toward us, and a statue whose leg had been snapped off crawling through the dust, dragging itself by the arms. Another effigy walked steadily forward, seemingly unhindered by the fact that its head was missing. 

         
         There were probably a few dozen; pale, silent figures converging on us in the dark, moving with that jerky, sporadic gait
            that made my skin crawl.
         

         
         “Weaver’s mercy,” Halek whispered, as Rhyne shook his head and gave a bellow of challenge to the coming horde. “We’re not
            going to stay and fight that army, are we? I don’t think I have anything that will hurt solid stone.”
         

         
         “Get on Ratuk, Sparrow,” Raithe told me, his voice low and intense. I scrambled atop the rock beetle, as Raithe mounted his
            hissing sand dragon “Stay together,” he called. “We’ll try to lose them between the houses.”
         

         
         With the chilling sound of feet shushing through the dirt, the horde charged, coming at us with stony arms raised. I wheeled
            Ratuk around, hearing Rhyne’s angry clicking as Kysa spun him away from the horde, and we fled into the town.
         

         
         The rows of iylvahn houses closed around us, and the streets, littered with rubble and fallen branches, seemed to narrow. As we fled farther in and the shadows grew darker, I began seeing structures stacked on top of each other, perched in the limbs of enormous trees, or even wrapped around the thick trunks. The ancient iylvahn seemed to build vertically, as well as on the ground. I had never seen such a thing before, and gazing up at the towering structures, which seemed to sway against the evening sky, made me slightly dizzy. 

         
         More statues appeared in the town, standing in front yards and in doorways, as well as out in the roads. At first, they didn’t
            move. We passed several statues that remained frozen in place. But as we pressed farther into town, the statues began to stir.
            Heads turned, limbs began to twitch, and the effigies eventually started to lurch in our direction. This was horrifying enough,
            but to make things worse, I could hear the shuffling feet of the rest of the horde behind us. Their pale forms shambled between
            houses and past trees, always following, always getting closer. My stomach was in knots, and a cold sweat was trickling down
            my back as the mob of killer statues edged closer and closer.
         

         
         Namaia sank fully over the horizon, plunging the world into twilight. The town continued, vast, sprawling, and towering. There
            seemed to be a lot more statues now, clogging the roads and blocking our path. We were forced to change directions several
            times, darting down side roads and alleys as the way ahead filled with lurching, shuffling effigies of death.
         

         
         “Why are there so many?” Halek gasped, as our path was blocked once more by a trio of hollow-eyed statues. “How many restless
            spirits are in this land, and why are they all coming after us? Is this normal?”
         

         
         “No,” Raithe answered, directing his sand dragon down another street. “There haven’t been any reports of this happening in
            the Dead Lands. People go missing, but this mass spirit congregation is new. Something is very wrong.”
         

         
         As the chase continued, I began to have the terrible, nagging sensation that we were being . . . driven somewhere. As road after road was blocked, forcing us to go another way, the sensation of being herded did not dissipate. 

         
         As we turned down another street, the road opened up, and we found ourselves at the edge of a large plaza. What was once a
            fountain stood in the center, smashed beyond recognition. Raithe pulled his sand dragon to a stop at the perimeter, staring
            at the open square with narrowed eyes, and shook his head.
         

         
         “Turn around,” he said in a low voice. “We can’t be caught in the open like this. Go back.”

         
         I turned Ratuk, difficult to do in the narrow, tight alley, only to spot a trio of statues coming down the street behind Rhyne.
            Several more spilled into the road behind them, making my blood run cold. “We can’t,” I called back to Raithe. “We’re blocked
            in.”
         

         
         A statue staggered out of a doorway and lunged at Ratuk. The beetle swung his head, knocking it aside, but he couldn’t maneuver
            well in the cramped alley. The statue lurched back to its feet and came at us again, and with nowhere else to go, we fled
            into the square.
         

         
         Pale figures spilled into the open space, coming from everywhere, it seemed. They crowded forward, a swarm of grinding stone
            and grasping hands, reaching out for us. Rhyne and Ratuk smashed into the statues with their horns, knocking them back, but
            there were always more staggering toward us. In moments, we would be overrun.
         

         
         “Well,” Halek said, gazing down at the death coming at us from all sides. “This is not what I imagined my fate to be. I can’t decide if I’d rather be eaten by giant insects or pummeled to death by living statues, but I guess it doesn’t matter.” He reached into his jacket and withdrew a short, straight blade, giving me a defiant grin. “If you manage to survive and tell this story, Sparrow, be sure to include how devastatingly brave I was, okay?” 

         
         “Kysa.” Before I could reply, Raithe yanked his snarling sand dragon away from the horde to face us. In the fading light,
            his expression chilled me. “Take Sparrow,” he told the insect rider, pointing at me with his blade. “Take her, and fly out
            of here with Rhyne. Head east across the Shifting Dunes until you reach the World Scar. Nothing else matters but getting the
            Fateless to the loom. Protect her, as I would have done. Fatechaser . . .” His gaze went to Halek. “Your story isn’t ending
            here. Go with them.”
         

         
         Halek frowned. “And what will you be doing while the rest of us run away, kahjai?”

         
         Raithe gave a humorless smile. “What do you think?”

         
         Horror filled me. “We’re not leaving you, Raithe!” I told him, as the scrapes and shuffles of the horde drew closer. “We’re
            not leaving anyone behind.” Because if I left, I would have to. Ratuk couldn’t fly. Raithe, the sand dragon, and Ratuk would have to stay behind
            with the horde, where they would be crushed or torn apart by unfeeling, unstoppable killers.
         

         
         The horror spread, turning to nausea. Was this it? Was this Fate catching up to us? To Raithe? If I had left him behind in
            Irrikah . . .
         

         
         “Sparrow.” Raithe looked at me, and the look in his eyes was both gentle and firm. “You have to survive,” he said softly. “The Fateless has to get to the loom—you’re the only one who can touch it and claim the goddess’s power to stand against the Deathless King.” He cut me off as I opened my mouth to protest. “My life is not important—my only duty is to make sure your mission is successful. I am truly sorry for Ratuk, and we will fight as hard as we can before we fall, but you must get to the World Scar. Everything depends on you finding the piece of the loom.” 

         
         No, I decided. Not tonight. Fate would not find us, any of us, tonight. I would not allow it.
         

         
         “I will,” I told him fiercely. The statues were nearly upon us now, a silent, horrifying wave. From atop Ratuk’s back, I looked
            over the sea of stone faces and saw the roads and alleyways around the square were finally clear. “I will get to the loom,
            Raithe,” I said, narrowing my eyes at him. “But I will get there with the rest of you. I’m not leaving anyone behind. Ratuk . . .”
            I thumped the beetle’s back three times, and Ratuk snorted, throwing up his head. I had just told the beetle to fight for
            all he was worth, and not to stop unless everything was dead or he was. “Charge!”
         

         
         The rock beetle let out a war bellow and surged forward. His horn swept down as we hit the first ranks of statues, plowing into them and knocking them aside. Effigies grabbed at us, swinging stone limbs with clawed stone fingers. Blows slammed into Ratuk and vibrated up his shell, but the rock beetle never slowed down. He shoved forward, crashing into statues and knocking them aside, letting out a bellow that made my blood sing. He seemed unstoppable, a juggernaut that crushed the enemies before him, turning statues into nothing but mounds of broken stone and dust. 

         
         “Sparrow!”

         
         Kysa’s voice echoed over the square. I looked behind us to see Rhyne swinging his head as he was surrounded by statues, flinging
            them back. The statues swarmed forward, cutting off his path to us, and Rhyne fell farther back. “There are too many!” the
            insect rider called. “We have to go another way!” She swept her spear at the tops of the buildings, where a sickly crescent
            moon was rising over the trees. “We’ll meet outside of town. If there are too many statues, we’ll keep going until we reach
            the border of the Dead Lands. Fate be with you both!”
         

         
         Rhyne turned, sweeping his horn back and forth to clear himself a path as the statues swarmed him. My heart caught in my throat,
            watching stony hands and fingers tear at the rock beetle. For a terrifying heartbeat, it seemed like they would pull him down.
            But then Rhyne surged forward, flinging a pair of statues backward and crushing more underfoot as he charged toward the opposite
            side of the square. I sent a prayer to Maederyss that the insect rider and the Fatechaser would find their way through the
            chaos and come out safely on the other side, before turning back to Ratuk and the swarm in front of us.
         

         
         Ratuk hit the entrance of the alleyway with a grinding crunch that raised the hair on the back of my neck. The statues clogging the opening screeched against each other and the wall as the rock beetle continued shoving his way forward, using his horn and pure brute strength to clear a path. Limbs snapped, stone ground against stone, and rocks crumbled as the enormous beetle plowed his way through. 

         
         Something grabbed my ankle and curled around the heel of my boot. I looked down to see a statue with half its face gone grasping
            Ratuk’s saddlebag with one hand, the other clinging to my foot. I let out a yelp and tried kicking it away, but the statue
            released its hold on Ratuk and fell, taking me down with it. I hit the stone street with a jolt that knocked the wind from
            my lungs, but instantly scrambled upright, kicking at the jagged, ruined face of the statue clawing at me. That did nothing
            but send a jolt of agony through my leg, and the statue scuttled after me as two more rushed in. I dodged one’s swipe, ducked
            beneath another, and hit the wall of a building, boxing myself in. The pair of stone killers closed in with arms raised, and
            I braced myself to die.
         

         
         Raithe’s sand dragon lunged in front of me, the kahjai bending down to smash a rusty pipe into a statue’s head. This time,
            instead of sparks, the blunt weapon crushed the skull beneath it in a cloud of broken shards and dust, and the statue reeled
            back. Headless, it spun to face the iylvahn on the dragon, as the rest of the statues did the same.
         

         
         “Sparrow, go!” Raithe shouted, staying in front of me as he fended off the statues that lurched forward, clawing at both him
            and the dragon. “Get to Ratuk! Hurry!”
         

         
         I looked up to where the rock beetle was sweeping his horn around in a vicious circle, sending statues flying back from him. He looked enraged, berserk even, and my stomach clenched. “Ratuk!” I shouted, but the rock beetle didn’t seem to hear me through the chaos of grinding stone and flailing limbs. Putting two fingers to my lips, I blew out a piercing whistle, as I’d seen Kysa do. 

         
         Ratuk turned his head as the whistle rang through the alley, and his eyes met mine. With a bellow, he swung his head, smashing
            a statue aside, then charged. The ground shook as the rock beetle rumbled toward me. As he drew closer, he lowered his head,
            bringing his horn close to the ground. He didn’t slow, and for a second, I panicked, wondering if Ratuk was going to run me
            over, before I realized what he was doing.
         

         
         I took three steps, leaped onto the horn, and felt the rock beetle toss his head, flinging me over his back and into the saddle.

         
         A shriek behind me made my blood run cold. I spun in the saddle to see Raithe’s sand dragon surrounded by statues, clawing
            and snapping at the monsters that grabbed for it. But the dragon’s sharp claws and teeth scraped off the unyielding stone,
            doing nothing to impede them, as the statues pressed forward. Raithe swung his makeshift weapon, knocking several back, but
            there were too many clawing at him and the dragon; he would shatter one skull only to have another replace it, and the statues
            continued to press forward.
         

         
         “Raithe!” I cried, “Get out of there! You have to jump!”

         
         The iylvahn rose in the saddle, tensing to spring, just as the sand dragon let out a panicked gurgle. Stone fingers sank into
            its neck and yanked it down. I cried out as both Raithe and the sand dragon were pulled under and buried beneath the relentless
            limbs of the statues. I heard bones snapping over the dying shrieks of the poor dragon, and bit back a scream of horror.
         

         
         “Ratuk! Help them!”

         
         The beetle charged, scything into the cluster of effigies with his horn, flinging them away. I caught a glimpse of the mangled body of the sand dragon, literally torn to pieces, and my heart nearly stopped as Raithe emerged from the mess, covered in blood, but alive. A statue swiped at him, clawing at his face, and he kicked it in the chest, causing it to stagger backward. Unhurt, it caught itself and lurched toward Raithe again, but it gave him a moment to look around and spot me. 

         
         I bent in the saddle and extended my arm as the statues lurched forward. “Grab my hand!”

         
         Raithe turned, took two steps forward and sprang for the rock beetle. His fingers closed around my wrist, and I pulled him
            onto Ratuk’s back, feeling his heart pound as he settled behind me in the saddle. Raising my fist, I struck my mount’s carapace
            as hard as I could, feeling his bloodlust rise up in response.
         

         
         “Let’s go, Ratuk! Clear the path!”

         
         A few statues still blocked our way, and more clawed at Ratuk’s flanks, their fingers raking down his hard carapace. Ratuk
            gave an almost impatient bellow and surged forward, tearing himself free from the horde and knocking statues aside. The remaining
            statues fell behind us, and the alleyway was suddenly clear.
         

         
         Ratuk put his head down and charged. More statues tried getting in our way, but the rock beetle was unstoppable, barreling
            through them with barely a thump. We fled through the streets and soon reached the outskirts of town, and the grinding of
            stone on stone finally faded behind us.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Eleven

         
         “The sun is coming up,” Raithe murmured.

         
         Relief swept through me. I looked through the trees at the horizon, where the faintest of pink glows peeked through the branches.
            Solasti was finally on her way, and I’d never been so happy to see her. It had been an extremely long night.
         

         
         “Once she rises, the spirits should calm down,” Raithe continued quietly. “If . . . we can just avoid running into any statues
            before suns rise, I think we’ll be all right.”
         

         
         His voice was tight with pain. I glanced back at him in alarm. Blood covered his white hood, the stains dark against the fabric,
            and the eyes staring back at me were hooded with suppressed agony. “Raithe, you’re hurt,” I whispered, remembering my terror
            when the sand dragon had gone down. “How bad is it?”
         

         
         He grimaced. “The blood isn’t mine,” he replied. “Thank Maederyss that they were more interested in the sand dragon than me.
            Most of this is just bruising, but . . .” His jaw tightened. “If I had to guess, I think they snapped a rib.”
         

         
         Alarmed, I glanced around the lightening forest. “We need to find a place to stop.”

         
         He shook his head. “Wait until suns rise. We don’t want to be caught unawares by any more statues. At the very least, let’s find a place to take shelter. If we’re ambushed now, I don’t think I’ll be able to fight like this.” 

         
         I nodded, a fiery worry gnawing at my insides, along with the guilt that started chewing its way through my soul. He had been
            hurt trying to save me. No, not trying. He had literally saved my life, again. Even with all the distrust and hurt and anger
            between us, he hadn’t hesitated a moment. I remembered what he’d said in the square, the proposal that we leave him behind
            to fight the statues alone, and it made my throat ache. He really was willing to die so that I could live and get to the loom.
            Even knowing that it was simply because the queen had ordered him to, I still felt my insides blaze with guilt.
         

         
         But he had survived. Somehow. Was it because of me being Fateless, or was his fate still out there waiting for him? I had
            no way of knowing, and that was even worse.
         

         
         Solasti had finally poked her head over the horizon when we came upon a tower, a tall stone structure overlooking the valley
            below. Obviously set up to be a watchtower of sorts, it held no statues or any signs of life as we approached the rotting
            wooden door. Worryingly, I’d seen no sign of Halek, Kysa, and Rhyne as we’d traveled through the forest. Either they’d been
            delayed fighting their way out of town, or . . .
         

         
         I shoved the thought aside. They would be fine, I told myself. Rhyne was just as strong as Ratuk, stronger, even. Kysa was
            a warrior, and Halek knew how to get out of any situation, no matter how bleak. I would not let myself think that they had
            been killed.
         

         
         I slid out of the saddle, grunting a bit as I hit the ground. Turning, I watched Raithe dismount as well, but when the iylvahn landed, his jaw clenched and he sank to one knee, making my worry spike. 

         
         “Raithe.” Dropping to my knees beside him, I reached for his arm, but stopped when those pale blue eyes lifted. My breath
            caught under that look. Pain and exhaustion had stripped away the mask of the kahjai, revealing all the emotion churning beneath.
            I saw regret in the eyes that met mine, regret for past words and actions, for the shadow now hanging over us both. The shadow
            of the Deathless queen. I saw sorrow haunting his gaze, and shame, but also determination. Determination to protect, to stand
            in front of every danger that wanted to hurt not only me, but the rest of our strange little family, to keep us all alive.
            And overshadowing it all, a fierce, undeniable longing that made my breath catch and my heart stutter in my chest.
         

         
         All this passed between us in a blink, then Raithe closed his eyes, shutting me out. Very gently, I took his arm and put it
            over my shoulders, feeling the iylvahn brace himself before I pushed us both to our feet. Raithe clenched his jaw and made
            no sound as we rose, though I could feel the tight coil of muscles through his shirt.
         

         
         I helped him into the watchtower, kicking open the door to reveal a small but secure room. A wooden staircase spiraled up
            the sides of the tower, heading toward the top, though the middle of the stairs had rotted away to nothing. I lowered the
            iylvahn into a corner, wincing as he leaned back against the stones, breathing hard.
         

         
         “Sparrow . . .” Raithe shifted against the wall, gritting his teeth. One arm was curled around his middle, pressed to his ribs. “I think there are some bandages in Ratuk’s saddlebags.” 

         
         I nodded and drew away, stomach twisting as I saw the pain he was trying to suppress. “I’ll be right back.”

         
         Outside with Ratuk, I rummaged through his many bags and satchels until I found a roll of gauze and several bandages. There
            were also a few vials of milky liquid tucked into the cloth, making my breath catch with relief. I’d seen this kind of potion
            in the Thieves Guild and knew the liquid inside was used to dull pain as well as to help with healing. Ratuk stood quietly,
            half-heartedly trying to chew a petrified branch before dropping it in distaste. All of his battle rage seemed to have left
            him, and he was back to being calm, stoic Ratuk. But he was the only reason we were alive, that we hadn’t been ripped to shreds
            in that petrified town. I made a mental note to properly thank the rock beetle later, before closing the satchel and hurrying
            back to Raithe.
         

         
         He was where I’d left him, slumped in the corner, but he had managed to remove his shirt and hood. I bit my lip, trying not
            to stare at the muscular chest and the vivid black and purple bruise covering nearly half his left side. His skin was streaked
            with blood, and the tips of his silver hair were stained with it, though I couldn’t see any open wounds on him. I hoped he
            wasn’t bleeding out from an injury I couldn’t detect.
         

         
         “Here,” I whispered, handing him the vial as I knelt beside him. “Drink this. It will help with the pain.”

         
         His eyes narrowed. Shaking his head, he tried to hand the vial back. “I’m fine, Sparrow,” he told me. “Save it for when we truly need it.” 

         
         “Raithe.” I closed my fingers over his, meeting his gaze. His face was drawn with pain and exhaustion, his eyes shadowed.
            “Take it,” I said softly. “Please. For me.”
         

         
         He hesitated a moment more before slumping in defeat. Uncorking the vial with a thumb, he raised it to his lips and downed
            the contents quickly, swallowing with a faint grimace. I relaxed and began unwinding the roll of gauze.
         

         
         “Are you injured anywhere else?” I asked, casting a glance at his discarded tunic and hood, both of which were stained black
            with blood. Raithe took a deep, careful breath that ended with a wince and shook his head.
         

         
         “No,” he gritted out. “Like I said, the blood isn’t mine. I was just showered with it when the sand dragon got torn apart,
            poor beast. Unfortunately, I think one of the statues did manage to break a rib when it landed on me. There’s nothing we can
            do but wrap it.” He held out a hand again. “I can do it, if you don’t want to.”
         

         
         I frowned at him and carefully began wrapping the cloth around his chest. He didn’t move or protest, sitting quietly as I
            wound the gauze around his ribs as tightly as I could, clenching my jaw as I drew it over the terrible bruise. The injury
            he had gotten from leaping in front of a horde of killer statues to save me.
         

         
         My throat tightened. I finished binding his ribs but continued to kneel there, staring at my hands. Words and emotions flickered
            inside, regret choking them back. But I had to say something. We couldn’t keep going like this, the two of us, dancing around the thoughts and emotions we were both feeling, pretending to be strangers. It was going to kill one of us in the end. It almost had, tonight. 

         
         “Raithe,” I began, feeling his gaze on the top of my head. “What you did back there . . . It wasn’t a swarm of giant carnivorous
            insects, but . . . thank you. I don’t think I’d be alive right now, if you hadn’t jumped in.”
         

         
         “I promised I would protect you, Sparrow.” Raithe’s voice was soft, ardent. “I will keep that promise. No matter what it takes.
            Even if it demands my life.”
         

         
         “No.” I put a hand on his bandaged chest, still not quite able to meet his gaze. My heart pounded. How could I keep him from
            his fate, when he was so determined to meet it? “I don’t want you to die either, Raithe,” I whispered fiercely. “I know the
            queen ordered you to protect me, and I know I have to reach Maederyss’s loom, but . . . don’t throw your life away just to
            save the Fateless.”
         

         
         “Is that why you think I’m here? Because the queen ordered it?”

         
         I finally peeked up at him. His face and expression were completely open as I met those pale eyes. “I asked to come with you,”
            he said. “I begged the queen to be allowed to join this mission. And yes, I would have stepped aside if you didn’t . . . want
            me around, but the reason I’m here, Sparrow—it’s not because of the Fateless, or the Deathless queen, or the Loom of Maederyss.”
         

         
         One arm rose, his palm gently pressing against my cheek. “It’s because I met a thief in Kovass, and my world completely changed,” he murmured. “I know the Fateless is important. I know finding the Loom of Maederyss and stopping the Deathless King has to come first. I will do everything in my power to make sure you reach the World Scar. And if I’m still alive, I will be at your side when you face the Deathless King. But I’m not here for the Fateless.” His thumb stroked my cheek, sending shivers racing through my entire body. “I’m here for Sparrow. She is the one I want to protect.”
         

         
         My vision blurred. And for just a moment, everything I was afraid of, all my fears and worries and distrust, dissolved in
            the quiet intensity of his gaze. Leaning forward, I kissed him, hearing his quiet intake of breath as our lips met. Once more,
            Raithe had saved my life. Without hesitation, he had put himself between me and the things that wanted to kill us. Past grudges
            and worries that he hadn’t been entirely truthful seemed trivial now. He was still the servant of a Deathless queen, and the
            day when he might have to make a terrible choice still loomed, but right now, at this moment, it didn’t seem to matter. Not
            when compared to the other concern, hovering over my head like a black cloud.
         

         
         I will protect him. I will not let his fate come for him.

         
         Raithe’s hand slid into my hair, gentle fingers cradling my head. He didn’t press forward, didn’t pull me to him, keeping his body very still against the rock. Letting me decide how far we would go. But his kisses were earnest, almost fervent, and I could taste the relief on his lips. I could feel it inside me, as well, pulsing through my body, easing the terrible weight that had been crushing my heart. I couldn’t forget what he was, but for this moment at least, this wasn’t a kahjai or an assassin or the servant of a Deathless queen. This was just Raithe. 

         
         He let out a soft sigh as we drew back slightly, our foreheads still pressed together. His eyes were closed, and I could feel
            his heart racing beneath my palm. “Are we all right, Sparrow?” he murmured, his voice just a breath between us. His eyes opened,
            pale blue and solemn, gazing into mine. “Am I forgiven?”
         

         
         I blinked moisture from my eyes and nodded, and he relaxed. One hand rose and pressed to my cheek once more. “No more secrets,”
            he said, holding my gaze. “I promise, Sparrow. Anything you want to know, just ask. I won’t keep anything from you, ever again.”
         

         
         I shook my head. “I know your people have their secrets, Raithe,” I whispered. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

         
         “I’m not.” He brushed a strand of hair from my eyes. “Ask me something,” he said, a gentle challenge. “Anything you want.”

         
         My heart stuttered. There were so many things I wanted answers to. About the queen, the kahjai code, the fate hanging over
            his head. Did Raithe know he was fated to die? Why had he kissed me that first night in Damassi if the kahjai code forbade
            attachments? And if the queen forced him to choose between obeying her and hurting us, what would he ultimately decide?
         

         
         All these thoughts rushed through my head in a heartbeat. But when I opened my mouth, the question that came out was something
            else entirely.
         

         
         “Who was that kahjai from the tavern in Irrikah?”

         
         Raithe blinked. For a moment, he looked surprised before an amused smile crossed his lips. “Of all the questions you could ask,” he chuckled, as my cheeks flamed. I started to pull away, but his fingertips brushed my face, stopping me. “Kynessa is a fellow kahjai, Sparrow,” he said softly. “I’m assuming you meant her, and not Branyl, who was also at the tavern that night. When I became kahjai and joined the Order, Kynessa took me under
            her wing and mentored me because I had no one else. She’s always been sort of an older sister. If a little overprotective.”
         

         
         “Oh,” I breathed. “Then, you and Kynessa . . . ?”

         
         He shook his head. “There’s only one person I’ve ever been interested in,” he murmured, running his fingers through my hair.
            “I want to try again, with no secrets this time. You know what I am and who I serve. I hope . . .” His brow furrowed, and
            he dropped his gaze. “I hope you can look past the Deathless queen’s assassin and just see the iylvahn who is crazy for you.”
         

         
         My throat was tight. I swallowed hard to find my voice. “I’m sorry too, Raithe,” I whispered, feeling his solemn gaze on me.
            “I should have trusted you more than I did. I hope you can be patient with me while I figure this whole thing out.”
         

         
         “I’ve waited for you my whole life.” Raithe’s voice was so soft I barely caught it. “I can be patient awhile longer. Although . . .”
            He hesitated, and for a moment, the skilled, deadly queen’s assassin seemed almost shy. “Does ‘figuring it out’ mean that
            you’re not going to kiss me again?”
         

         
         I almost laughed, feeling the weight in my chest ease. For this single moment in time, everything was back to normal. Back to the easy way things had been between us. “Do you want it to?” I asked. 

         
         “Not really, no.”

         
         “What do you want, then, Raithe?” I leaned back. “Tell me. Let’s hear it.”

         
         He raised a brow, one corner of his mouth curling up. “You’re going to make a wounded man beg?” he asked, though his tone
            was teasing, too.
         

         
         “You said you would be honest with me.”

         
         “I did.” He sighed, though the faint smile remained. “Kiss me, then, Fateless,” he whispered. “Before I lose any more of my
            dignity.”
         

         
         I smiled, leaned down, and pressed my lips to his, letting him draw me close. There were no more questions, and this time,
            the kiss lasted for several long moments, while my heart threatened to beat its way out of my chest.
         

         
         A thump outside caused us both to still.

         
         Drawing back from each other, we listened as heavy footsteps came up the path. I held my breath and saw Raithe’s hand drift
            to his sword hilt, as we waited to see if the sudden arrival was a statue . . . or something else.
         

         
         “Wait, there’s Ratuk,” came Halek’s familiar voice, and I slumped in relief. “Sparrow?” he called, voice rising in volume.
            “Raithe? Are you here?”
         

         
         “Fatechaser, shush,” hissed Kysa’s voice. “Do you want to attract more statues?”

         
         “Oh, right! Sorry.”

         
         I rose and went outside. The imposing bulk of Rhyne was coming up the path, Kysa and Halek perched on his back. Halek spotted me and leaped off the rock beetle. I threw my arms around him as he embraced me in a fierce hug and spun us in a circle. 

         
         “Sparrow.” Pulling back, the Fatechaser grinned, not bothering to hide his relief. “You made it. I told Kysa you would. Where’s
            Raithe?” he added, looking around in sudden alarm. “Is he here? I see Ratuk, but no sand dragon Did our good assassin . . . ?”
         

         
         He trailed off as the tower door squeaked behind me. I glanced over my shoulder to see Raithe step out and nod to both Halek
            and Kysa. He had put his hood and tunic back on, hiding the binding over his ribs, but I could see the stiffness of his movements
            and knew his wound still hurt.
         

         
         “Oh.” Halek straightened, then gave the iylvahn a wry grin. “You’re alive. Thank Maederyss.” Though his words were teasing,
            the tone and the look in his eyes were genuine. “I was worried about what our Fateless would do if her kahjai were suddenly
            no more. Also, I would much rather have you around to protect us. I would do it, of course, but I’m far too charming to be
            an effective killer.”
         

         
         Kysa approached on Rhyne, the insect rider studying him critically from atop the beetle’s back. “You’re injured,” she said
            flatly.
         

         
         Raithe gave a tired nod. “Broken rib. Nothing serious. It won’t affect my abilities.”

         
         “Good. Your abilities are the only reason you are here, after all.”

         
         Raithe didn’t react to that, but I suppressed a wince at the insect rider’s tone. I was about to say something, but suddenly noticed a patch of dried blood on Halek’s jacket sleeve, where the fabric had been torn. “Halek, what happened?” I asked, touching the ripped, bloody cloth, trying to see the injury beneath. “Are you hurt?” 

         
         He saw where I was looking and grimaced.

         
         “Oh, this. We were under a temple or something when one of those statues suddenly dropped from the roof and latched on to
            my arm. Thankfully, it fell when my sleeve ripped, but it took a bit of skin with it, and worse, it tore my jacket. I like
            this jacket.” He pouted.
         

         
         “You’re lucky it didn’t tear off your arm,” Kysa remarked, her lips drawn in what was either annoyance or worry. She huffed.
            “But I suppose luck is something you just have in abundance, for I have never seen someone dodge Fate as much as you.”
         

         
         “Ha-ha, and I will continue to dodge, as long as our beloved Fateless is with us.” Halek grinned at me again, and I couldn’t
            help but smile. We were back together, everyone was alive, and we had survived the night of killer statues. The hardest part
            was still to come, but I was pretty content with Fate at the moment.
         

         
         “Oh, and Ratuk? He was amazing, by the way,” Halek continued, gazing past me to where the rock beetle was standing by the
            tower door. “Cutting through those statues like they weren’t even there. I’ve never seen him so riled up.”
         

         
         “Yes,” Kysa agreed. She slid off Rhyne, patted the rock beetle’s shell, and walked up to me. Her dark eyes were appraising as they met mine. “The rock beetles don’t react that way for everyone,” she told me. “Only for their riders, and only if the connection is real. Now you know your mount will do anything for you. Treat him well, rider. He is very much a part of you.” 

         
         I swallowed hard and nodded. Kysa sighed and looked around, surveying the watchtower, then the surrounding forest. “This place
            appears safe enough,” she mused. “Not that I wish to stay in this forest longer than we have to, but I am exhausted, we’ve
            sustained injuries, and the beetles could use a few hours to recuperate.” She paused, then turned stiffly to Raithe. “What
            are your thoughts, kahjai? These are your people’s lands. Do we rest here, or should we move on?”
         

         
         “We can rest here for a bit.” Per normal, Raithe did not react to the insect rider’s coldness toward him. “Now that the suns
            are up, it should be fairly safe. I’ll keep watch for any statues, but the spirits should be quiet until nightfall.”
         

         
         “But we should be out of the Dead Lands by then, right?” Halek asked, gazing around nervously, as if he could sense statues
            watching us from the trees. “No offense, kahjai, but I think I’d rather spend the night in that haunted tomb I mentioned.
            At least there, all I had to worry about was candles being stabbed in uncomfortable places.”
         

         
         Raithe shook his head. “Unfortunately, we have one more night of this,” he said, to Halek’s obvious dismay. “It takes three
            days to cross the valley on foot, assuming you can make it out alive. But we should be past the most populated area. Now that
            we know what to expect, we can avoid the statues until morning.”
         

         
         A grim look passed through his eyes. “I just wish I knew what was happening,” he said, gazing at the trees. “Why there are suddenly so many restless spirits now. We’ve always known they roam these lands, but never in such numbers, and never all at once.” 

         
         “Maybe it has something to do with the Deathless King coming back?” I suggested.

         
         “Maybe,” Raithe said, crossing his arms. “I don’t see how it would, though, unless . . .” He trailed off, sudden understanding
            flickering over his face.
         

         
         “Unless it’s the king who killed them that has returned,” Halek said quietly.

         
         We all glanced at the Fatechaser in surprise. He shrugged. “You said the name of the king who destroyed these lands has been
            lost to time,” he told Raithe. “But if he’s back, and he did kill an entire nation of people, I would think the spirits left
            behind would know. And they wouldn’t be happy about it.”
         

         
         I suddenly remembered something the queen had told me in the throne room, right before we’d left. He has already tried to wipe out my people once. If he becomes the new god of Fate, he will certainly finish the job.

         
         “That would make sense,” Raithe agreed, his eyes narrow and dark. “And if it is true, then the Deathless we’re going face
            is the one who turned this whole valley to stone, who tried to kill my people all those centuries ago.”
         

         
         “Yes,” Kysa said, also sounding grim. “It also means he’s getting closer.”

         
         

         We rested a bit in the tower, taking turns at watch so everyone could grab a couple hours of the sleep that had been denied us the previous night. I spent most of my watch time with Ratuk, rubbing down his carapace, feeding him the dry twigs he enjoyed, and telling him over and over again what a good boy he was. In true Ratuk fashion, he accepted the praise with his usual stoicism, calmly chewing the sticks I offered. His demeanor had completely changed from the raging berserker of last night, but I knew it was there, buried beneath his tough shell. And the knowledge that I could call on it with a touch filled me with both pride and terror. 

         
         As I was wiping down the bottom half of his shell, Ratuk suddenly moved. His carapace half opened, and the wings inside gave
            a loud, brief buzz, before the shell closed again. It was a natural behavior, similar to a dog or a horse shaking itself,
            but it still made me jump. Ratuk settled down again, chewing contentedly on a branch, but worry gnawed at me. I’d checked
            his injured wing earlier, and though the gash in the membrane hadn’t gotten any bigger, it didn’t seem to be healing, either.
            If we kept trekking through lands as dangerous as this, fighting our way through statues and other monstrosities, I wondered
            if it would ever heal, or if it would cripple him permanently.
         

         
         With a sigh, I gave him the last of the twigs in my hand, smiling as he took them as daintily as a cat. Which, given the strength
            and crushing power of those mandibles, was pretty impressive.
         

         
         “You’ll spoil him if you keep that up.”

         
         Kysa appeared around the rock beetle, smiling faintly. Her dark gaze swept over Ratuk appraisingly, before she nodded once in satisfaction. “But at least you’re keeping his shell polished,” she observed. “Good. His previous owner had a tendency to let it get a bit dusty and cracked. I’m sure Ratuk appreciates the attention.” 

         
         I patted the rock beetle’s now much shinier shell, seeing hints of metallic green in the veneer. “He was pretty amazing,”
            I said. “I’m glad we didn’t have to leave him behind.”
         

         
         “Yes,” Kysa said, sounding a bit more serious now. “That is what I need to talk to you about.

         
         “Back in the square,” she continued, as unease flickered inside me, “the kahjai told me to flee with you and Halek on Rhyne,
            and leave him and Ratuk behind to battle the horde. You did not take him up on that offer, but instead put yourself and Ratuk
            in danger to fight our way free.” Her dark eyes narrowed—not accusingly, but my stomach still twisted under her piercing stare.
            “Why?”
         

         
         I frowned. “I couldn’t leave either of them,” I told her. “They would have died. I’m Ratuk’s rider—he’s my responsibility.
            You told me that yourself. And Raithe . . .” I faltered. Kysa had not forgiven Raithe for his evasiveness about the Deathless
            queen. Perhaps she never would. “Raithe has to lead us to the World Scar,” I finished. “And, no matter what he’s done, he’s
            still a good fighter. I couldn’t leave him there to get ripped apart by the shades of his own people.”
         

         
         “Yes,” Kysa said. “You could have. The offer had already been made. He was willing to sacrifice his life to make sure the
            Fateless continued on. You chose not to accept. You made the decision to stay and fight, though the odds of making it out
            alive were slim.”
         

         
         “I’m confused, Kysa.” I gave her a puzzled frown. “Is this a good thing or a bad thing? I thought you would be happy that I chose not to leave Ratuk behind.” 

         
         “I am.” The insect rider nodded, her dark eyes still piercing as they gazed at me. “But you are not just a rider. You are
            the Fateless. You are the only one who can touch the Loom of Maederyss—the only one who can see the Loom of Maederyss. And the only one who can claim the power of a goddess. What this will do to your body is uncertain,
            but one thing is clear. If you die, the Deathless King stands unopposed to do whatever he wishes. The queen cannot slay him—even
            in the legends, the Deathless cannot destroy one of their own. She might be able to slow him down. Or she might decide to
            take her people and vanish from the world again. But she cannot stop him. The only one who stands a sliver of a chance against
            the Deathless King . . . is you.”
         

         
         “You know, Kysa, you didn’t have to come out here just to torture me. I’m already terrified beyond reason.”

         
         The insect rider sighed. “I am sorry, Sparrow,” she said. “I don’t mean to put this burden on you, but you must hear the truth from someone. There will probably come a time when you have to choose between saving one person or saving the world from the Deathless King. Or to make the choice to live, even if it means that someone sacrifices themself in your stead. You . . . have come so far from that girl I first met on the strider.” Her gaze softened, genuine pride and affection shining through those dark eyes. “I understand what Raithe sees in you. He always believed you could be the hero that would stand up to the Deathless King. Unfortunately, heroes walk hand in hand with sacrifice. And sometimes they have to know when to let go, even if it means losing someone they care for.” 

         
         I slumped against Ratuk, which was like leaning against a brick wall. The beetle didn’t move an inch as I pressed into him.
            “I’m not a hero,” I said, as the insect rider continued to study me. “I’m barely hanging on as it is. But I know what you’re
            trying to tell me, Kysa. And yes, the day may come when I have to make that choice. But I’m going to fight it for as long
            as I’m able. I don’t want anyone to sacrifice themself for me. Not if I have a chance to change that fate.”
         

         
         Soft footsteps interrupted us, and Kysa stiffened. Raithe appeared, walking around the tower and stopping a few paces away.
            He had, of course, been deliberately loud, wanting us to hear him approach. I knew that if he didn’t want to be noticed, he
            could move as silently as a shadow over the ground.
         

         
         “Suns set is about an hour away,” he told us as the insect rider observed him coldly. “It might be a good idea to move out,
            put some distance between us and the town before nightfall. The closer we get to the border of the Dead Lands, the better.”
         

         
         Kysa nodded stiffly. “Agreed,” she said. “I will get Rhyne ready. It won’t take long. Where is the Fatechaser?”

         
         “Still sleeping,” Raithe answered with a wry smile. “If you listen, you can hear him dreaming about the Desert Rose House
            in Tahveena.”
         

         
         Kysa rolled her eyes. “I will take great pleasure in rousing him, then,” she muttered, then looked back and forth between the pair of us. “I assume you’ll be riding with Sparrow now, iylvahn? Since your dragon unfortunately perished while we were fighting the statues.” 

         
         “If she’ll allow it,” Raithe said, glancing at me. “I could walk, but that will slow us down. And I’m guessing you don’t want
            me riding with you and Rhyne.”
         

         
         “You would guess correctly,” Kysa said, and strode off, dark hair swaying behind her.

         
         I winced and walked up to Raithe, who watched me approach as if he still wasn’t quite certain where we stood. “How are you
            feeling?” I asked. “Are you going to be okay, riding Ratuk?”
         

         
         He nodded. “As long as you don’t have him jumping off rooftops or bouncing up and down, I’ll be all right. This isn’t the
            worst injury I’ve endured.” A wry grimace crossed his face. “At least I don’t have to worry about flying with Rhyne. I’m not
            certain Kysa wouldn’t ‘accidentally’ push me out of the saddle when we’re a few dozen feet in the air.”
         

         
         “I could talk to her,” I offered. “She didn’t see what you did back at the village. Maybe if she knew, she wouldn’t be angry.”

         
         “She’s not angry.” Raithe sighed. “She just believes I can’t be trusted. The Scarab Clan are a proud people, and they do not
            forget. For centuries, they remained in hiding because they feared the Deathless King who enslaved them would try to claim
            them again. They swore they would never again bow to a Deathless, even if it cost them their entire existence. I am the servant
            of a Deathless queen. I’ve killed for her. I’ve taken numerous lives because the queen ordered it. Kysa knows this.” Raithe
            made a small, sad gesture. “In her eyes, I am little better than the ma’jhet.”
         

         
         He tried to hide it, but in that moment, the mask of the kahjai slipped. For a heartbeat, I saw the glimmer of regret that a once-trusted friend and ally now considered him an enemy. Kysa and Raithe had fought side by side and had shared the mutual respect for fellow warriors. The insect rider had always been truthful with Raithe, not sparing his feelings, and he appreciated her honesty. Her coldness toward him was affecting him more than he wanted to let on. 

         
         “In any case, it doesn’t matter.” Raithe straightened and stepped closer, his eyes suddenly intense in the dimming light.
            “I can’t change what Kysa thinks of me,” he murmured, as one arm rose, his long fingers gently brushing the side of my face.
            “But as long as we’re okay, I can endure anything. Your opinion is the one I care about the most.”
         

         
         A yelp echoed from inside the tower, and I assumed Kysa had made good on her promise to rouse Halek. Raithe shook his head
            and lowered his arm, and the warmth that came with his touch faded. “One more night,” he murmured, gazing up at the darkening
            sky. “And then we’ll be out of the Dead Lands. I never thought I’d be so eager to leave our original homeland.”
         

         
         The pain in his voice clawed at me. I touched his arm and smiled when his gaze flicked to mine. “This was never your home,
            Raithe.”
         

         
         “No.” He returned the smile, his expression soft. “You’re right. And I should be grateful that I have a home to return to.”
            A furrow creased his brow, shadows of regret dancing in his eyes. “I only wish I could have saved yours.”
         

         
         I slid my hand down his arm to take his hand. “What happened to Kovass wasn’t your fault,” I said. “And maybe we’ll still have a chance to, after we get the loom piece.” Once more, the knowledge of what waited for me at the end of this journey hovered over me, overwhelming and terrifying. I shivered and closed my eyes. “I have to go back to Kovass to face him sooner or later.” 

         
         He took my other hand and pulled me closer. “You won’t be alone when you do,” Raithe promised.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Twelve

         
         The rest of the journey through the Dead Lands was relatively quiet. We saw a few statues standing among the petrified trees,
            thankfully unanimated. When night fell, we pressed on, eager to reach the border of the mountains and get out of the Dead
            Lands. I did catch a glimpse of one headless statue, glowing pale in the moonlight, shambling aimlessly through the trees.
            Raithe’s arms had tightened around my waist as the statue stumbled over the ground. But it was too far away to notice us,
            and we moved on as silently as we could.
         

         
         At last, as Solasti poked her head over the horizon and spilled her light onto a lifeless world, we reached the foot of the
            mountains surrounding the valley. The stony peaks soared overhead, barren and treacherous, but I had never been so happy at
            the prospect of climbing them. They were the stairway to getting out of the Dead Lands and away from vengeful spirits and
            the terrifying living statues they possessed.
         

         
         Sitting behind Kysa, Halek sighed as he tipped his head back, letting the sunlight wash over his face. “Well, I’ll be honest, I’ve never been so happy to leave a place,” he said. “I can usually find one redeeming thing about most places I’ve been, even towns like Tahveena or Daggerpoint, where you’re as likely to get your purse cut in an alley as an infestation of sand fleas in your bed. At least the Daggerpoint thieves are beautiful night walkers. But the Dead Lands?” He shook his head. “Nothing redeemable about them. Not a single thing. Well, all right, maybe the lovely petrified forest that doesn’t ever . . . No, no, I can’t even take a positive approach to that. This place is awful.” He glanced at Raithe and grimaced. “No offense, kahjai.” 

         
         I sensed Raithe smile behind me. “I’m inclined to agree with you, Fatechaser.” He sighed. “The Dead Lands have always been
            dangerous, but now they’re nearly unpassable. If we do make it back to Irrikah, I’ll have to inform the queen.”
         

         
         “You don’t think she already knows?” Kysa asked, and her voice was a challenge. “The Deathless queen, who has been living
            here for millennia, is unaware of what happens in the ruins of her old kingdom? These are her lands, after all, and she was
            alive when the cataclysm originally happened. Why would she decide to keep this from her people? Why would she not tell them
            that the Deathless who created the Dead Lands and nearly wiped her people out has returned?”
         

         
         “I . . . don’t know.” It was the second time I’d heard Raithe sound so uncharacteristically uncertain, and I glanced back
            at him. “But if the queen has chosen to keep the truth of the Dead Lands from us, there is a reason for it.” He shrugged,
            though his voice was still hesitant. “The queen has always had her secrets. There are things that she knows, things that she
            has discovered in the long years of her existence, that she can’t—or won’t—tell the rest of us. The iylvahn understand that,
            and we don’t question it.”
         

         
         Kysa narrowed her eyes. “Perhaps you should.”

         
         “It’s not my place.” This time, Raithe’s voice had a hint of an edge to it. “I am one iylvahn in a nation that was nearly wiped to extinction but for the intervention of the queen. I am valuable to the nation because of the skills I possess. My voice . . . doesn’t matter.” 

         
         “It should, kahjai.” Kysa did not back down. “Of course it should. A true leader understands that every voice is important.
            Every voice should be heard. Even the ones they don’t agree with. Otherwise, their rule lurches straight into tyranny.”
         

         
         Raithe sighed. “I’m not going to argue with you, insect rider,” he said, and the edge had faded from his voice. “I know what
            the Scarab Clan think of the Deathless, and I know what you think of the queen. But the iylvahn have survived this way for
            thousands of your human years. Irrikah has seen nations rise and fall, kingdoms crumble, and rulers continuously war for power.
            All the while, we iylvahn have remained safe and isolated, with a queen who does not ask much of her people. Only that they
            keep her secrets and contribute a small bit of their life when it is needed to sustain her power.”
         

         
         I could practically feel Kysa bristling like an angry sand cat at the last statement. Apparently, Raithe could as well. “It’s
            a sacrifice we willingly accept as a nation,” he went on before she could speak. “Every iylvahn understands who and what the
            queen is, and why she has to keep the kingdom hidden from the rest of the world. If the other kingdoms knew that a Deathless
            still lived—those who still remember the ancient tales, anyway—our peaceful existence would end. People would fear the rising
            of another Deathless to take over the world.”
         

         
         “And in a few months, perhaps even a few days, their fears will be completely justified,” Kysa said ruthlessly. “Because there is a Deathless rising to conquer the world. What will your queen do if we cannot stop him? Will she take her people and vanish
            again? Or will she fight, and between them turn the world into a wasteland that is even worse?”
         

         
         “I don’t know, Kysa.” Raithe sounded weary. He slumped against my back. “I don’t know.”

         
         I put my hand over his and squeezed gently, and his arm tightened around me in return. “I wish I could answer your questions,”
            he continued, “but I know about as much as the rest of you. I would think the queen is trying to prevent the scenario you
            speak of by sending the Fateless to find Maederyss’s loom, but I do not know her mind or her intentions. Only that she wishes
            to stop the Deathless King, because if he rises to full power, no army or nation or even another Deathless will be able to
            stand against him.”
         

         
         “Except the Fateless,” Halek added, causing my stomach, which had already become uncomfortably tight during Raithe and Kysa’s
            argument, to roil wildly.
         

         
         “Yes,” Raithe almost whispered. I felt his heartbeat quicken against my back, felt him draw in a furtive breath. “Except the
            Fateless.”
         

         
         “Well, then I suppose we should get the Fateless where she needs to be, don’t you think?” Halek was apparently not enjoying
            the conversation between Raithe and Kysa either. I was relieved when Kysa let out a small sigh and nodded.
         

         
         “You are not subtle, Fatechaser, but yes.” Kysa shot Halek a look of amused exasperation. “I suppose we should. How do we leave this place, iylvahn?” 

         
         “There’s a path that will take us through the mountains,” Raithe said, his voice carefully neutral. “I’m not sure exactly
            where it is, but it should be close.”
         

         
         We did find the path eventually: a narrow, hard-to-see trail that snaked up the side of the mountain, barely wide enough for
            the rock beetles to traverse. Rhyne and Ratuk walked single file, their jointed legs sending small stones and pebbles bouncing
            down the side of the mountain, while I sat rigid in the saddle and tried to ignore the sheer drop on my left. If Ratuk lost
            his footing, there would be no flying to save us. I would certainly be squashed like a rotten plum under the enormous bulk
            of a rock beetle rolling down the mountainside.
         

         
         Thankfully, despite their size and bulk, rock beetles were quite surefooted, with six legs that kept them grounded on even
            the narrowest of paths. So, after a day of travel and taking shelter beneath a convenient overhang during Demon Hour, we reached
            the rim of the mountains. And I saw what lay on the other side.
         

         
         My stomach dropped. An endless expanse of pale sand stretched away before us, all the way to the horizon. The dunes seemed eternal, reminding me of the infinite waves of the Dust Sea. I remembered the first time I had seen the Barren Steppes, Kysa’s homeland. At first, the land had seemed empty and lifeless, hard-packed clay with rocky outcroppings and little vegetation scattered throughout. But life existed in the Barren Steppes; the various clans of insect riders had carved out their territories there. Flocks of stonebeak birds and giant scorpions roamed the wasteland, searching for rare but vital oases in the middle of the scorched plateau. 

         
         This desert truly seemed barren. There were no trees, no rocks, no bushes. Nothing but sand as far as the eye could see. If
            life did exist out here, it was beyond my ability to comprehend how.
         

         
         Behind me, Raithe blew out a quiet breath. “The Shifting Dunes,” he murmured. “Also called the Desert of Bones by some. This
            is farther than any iylvahn has traveled. Any who still live, that is. Somewhere beyond the sands is the World Scar. The place
            where the piece of Maederyss’s loom fell to the earth.”
         

         
         Atop Rhyne, Halek straightened. “Wait, this is the Desert of Bones?” He stared at Raithe. “You didn’t mention that before,
            iylvahn.”
         

         
         “Apologies, Fatechaser,” Raithe said, raising a brow at him. “I didn’t realize you knew the legend. Not many people do.”

         
         “Didn’t know about it? I think I’m offended.” Halek sniffed, not sounding the least bit upset. “Have we even met, iylvahn?
            When have I not known about obscure, ancient legends? Clearly, I need to regale you with more completely useless ancient trivia.”
         

         
         “Why is it called the Desert of Bones?” I asked. There were no bones that I could see, just endless dunes and empty sand.

         
         “Because this used to be a vast civilization,” Halek answered, as if to prove to Raithe that he knew exactly where we were. “According to some very old tales, there was a city here once. A long, long time ago, even before the era of the Deathless Kings. What happened to it, how it fell, no one really knows. But buried beneath the sands are the ruins of an ancient civilization, along with the bones of everyone who lived there. Legends say that they still wander the desert sometimes, and if you see a lone figure out on the dunes, just keep walking, lest you suddenly find yourself buried in the sands with the rest of them for eternity.” 

         
         “Oh, more spirits, that’s something I wanted to hear.” I shivered and looked back at the eternal sea of sand. “How are we
            going to get across?” I wondered. “Especially during Demon Hour.”
         

         
         “We have tents,” Kysa replied, gazing over the desert with critical eyes. “And portable shelter for the rock beetles. And
            we’ve packed enough water for a long expedition. It will not be easy, or pleasant,” she admitted, still staring out at the
            barren dunes. “But it should be enough to make it across.”
         

         
         Raithe glanced at the sky, where Namaia had begun her descent toward the horizon. “We should find a place to make camp for
            the night,” he said. “The base of the mountain will probably have a few caves or places to set up. We’ll head out into the
            sands at dawn.”
         

         
         We didn’t make it all the way to the base, but found a flat ledge against the wall of the mountain that provided adequate shelter and a fantastic view of the desert below. We took care of the rock beetles and set up a tent as the sun slipped from the heavens and the temperatures dropped sharply. After a dinner of tough gritbread and even tougher jerky, I looked for Raithe and found him sitting on a rock at the edge of the cliff, gazing out over the desert. I had caught a few tiny grimaces from him while we were riding down the mountain, when Ratuk had stumbled or come down a little hard. In typical Raithe fashion, he hadn’t complained, but I knew he was still in pain, and it worried me. Bouncing down a rocky mountain path probably did not help to heal broken ribs. 

         
         “Hey.” I joined him at the ledge, shivering a bit in the suddenly chilly night air. “Are you all right?”

         
         He nodded, one hand going to his side. “A bit sore from riding a rock beetle all day,” he admitted with a rueful smile, dropping
            his arm. “But it would have been worse if I was on a sand dragon, so I can’t complain too much.”
         

         
         Overhead, the sky blazed with a million stars, lighting up the dunes that stretched away until they touched the sky. I gazed
            at that silver sea, abruptly feeling very small. Like I was a single speck of dust in the middle of a desert, and I was somehow
            expected to stop the sandstorm that was looming on the horizon.
         

         
         “Raithe.” I looked down at my hands, my heartbeat picking up inside my chest. “You said . . . you would always be honest with
            me.”
         

         
         He went perfectly still a moment, before he let out a quiet sigh. “What do you want to know?” he asked softly.

         
         Never trust a kahjai with your heart. I shivered. I couldn’t ask him about that, not yet. It was too soon. We had just gotten to the point where we were okay
            with each other again. But this thing between us was still so fragile, and we were still tiptoeing around each other. If I
            brought that up now, it might shatter this—whatever it was—completely.
         

         
         Though maybe it was better to get it over with. If Raithe was forbidden to be with anyone, we had to face that truth eventually. Putting it off until later, when it would be far more painful to let go, seemed like the wrong choice. 

         
         I can’t. Not yet. I’ll ask him soon, just . . . not now.

         
         “I was wondering about the queen and the iylvahn,” I began, feeling his steady gaze on me. “When you said they’ve all given
            a part of themselves to fuel her power, how does that work? It is given individually, or does she take it from everyone as
            a whole? What happens to those who do give it to her? I’m trying to understand . . . for when I have to face the Deathless
            King.”
         

         
         Raithe relaxed a little, as if the question wasn’t as bad as he’d feared. “I don’t know how it is for other Deathless,” he
            began, “but the queen and the iylvahn are all connected. Our threads are . . . tied to her, in a way. As far as I understand,
            she can siphon a bit of life from the entire nation of Irrikah, and no one misses it or is any the wiser. But if she needs
            to draw on her full power, that’s when she asks for individuals to make a sacrifice. Never more than they are willing to give,”
            he added, as I winced in horror. “In the past four hundred years, there has never been a case of an iylvahn dying to fuel
            the queen’s power. But yes, she will occasionally ask for volunteers to give up a bit more of their life so she can keep the
            city thriving.”
         

         
         “Have you ever been asked?”

         
         He nodded slowly. “Once,” he admitted, making my stomach turn over. “A long time ago, before I became a kahjai. An army of
            rogue insect riders were assaulting the Maze, trying to find the center, and the queen needed to deal with them. I was part
            of a group who volunteered. It was an honor to serve, to keep my city and my people safe.”
         

         
         Kysa would probably not be happy to hear that. I made a mental note not to bring it up in her presence. “Did it hurt?” I asked, wondering why I was suddenly so morbidly curious about the queen’s bond with her subjects. 

         
         “No.” He shook his head. “I was weaker for a day or two, but other than that, I didn’t notice anything different. It does
            shorten your natural lifespan, but we are a long-lived people. A few years is trivial against the lifespan of a few centuries.”
         

         
         “Then . . .” I jerked up in horror. “In the Maze, when you, Halek, and Kysa offered a bit of your lives to save me—”

         
         “It only works that way for the iylvahn,” Raithe said, stopping me before I could go any further. “Because we’re connected
            to the queen, and she is constantly siphoning a bit of our life force. We’re never given the chance to recover.” His words
            were reluctant now, though he didn’t falter, and I couldn’t help but feel a prickle of guilt. He was taking his vow of truthfulness
            seriously. “Halek and Kysa should be fine,” he went on, “though I would argue that they would have made the same decision
            even if their lives were shortened.”
         

         
         “But, you . . .” I clenched my fist. “You didn’t need to do that, Raithe. You had already offered a part of your life to her
            once.”
         

         
         “Sparrow.” Raithe hesitated, then held out a hand to me, palm up. I gazed at the offered hand a moment, heart pounding, then
            reached out and placed my palm in his. Those long fingers curled around mine as he gently pulled me forward, until we were
            facing each other on the rock. I swallowed, gazing into those pale blue eyes. Even when he was sitting, we were nearly at
            eye level.
         

         
         “When are you going to realize that I would do anything for you?” Raithe’s low voice made everything inside me writhe into hopeless knots. One arm rose, fingers gently brushing a strand of hair from my face, as my heart began pulsing in my ears. “My whole purpose is to get you to the World Scar, and to protect you along the way. But I hope you know by now that it’s more than that.” 

         
         He closed his eyes, a sigh escaping him as he bowed his head. “I have . . . never felt this way, about anyone,” he murmured,
            making my stomach continue its wild dance. “This is entirely new to me, and I’m still struggling to find the way forward.
            I know I’ve already made mistakes.” His brow furrowed slightly, though his eyes stayed closed. “If I could go back and change
            what I’ve done . . .”
         

         
         “Raithe.” I pressed a palm to his cheek, causing him to look up at me. “I’ve made mistakes, too,” I whispered. “I don’t know
            what’s going to happen to us, and that scares me. I know I have all sorts of past trauma about betrayal and trusting people.
            But the thought of . . . losing you, that scares me even more. So, I guess . . . I guess what I’m trying to say is . . .”
            My voice shook; I took a quick breath to steady it, willing my heartbeat to calm down. Raithe hadn’t moved; his eyes continued
            to sear into mine, intense and burning. I couldn’t hold his gaze and looked down at my hands again.
         

         
         “I want this,” I finished in a whisper. “I trust you, Raithe. And I’m going to try very hard to keep those fears in the past
            where they belong. But please, for my own sanity, promise me that you’ll at least try to stay alive when it looks like I’m in trouble. I’ve spent the past seventeen years taking risks and dodging the consequences—I know how to keep myself alive. I’ll get to the loom, and I’ll face the Deathless King, but if I have to do it alone . . .” My vision blurred, and I closed my eyes. “Everyone from my past life is gone,” I said, my voice barely audible even to me. “Promise me that you . . . that you’ll at least try . . .” 

         
         I will save you from your fate. I swear it. I can’t let you go now.

         
         Raithe’s soft touch on my cheek made my voice stutter to a halt. I opened my eyes, meeting that piercing gaze, and the emotions
            churning within made my heartbeat roar in my ears. His fingers trailed down my cheek to cup my chin, gently pulling me forward.
            I closed my eyes as our lips met, and for a moment, all my fears of the queen, Maederyss’s loom, and the Deathless King faded
            away, and there was only us.
         

         
         Raithe drew back so that only a breath separated us, emotions burning strong in his gaze. “I promise,” he murmured, making
            my throat close and my heart turn over in my chest. A tiny, rueful smile tugged at one corner of his mouth as he continued
            to gaze at me, fingers sliding through my hair. “It’s strange—this is the first time my mission is to keep someone alive rather
            than kill them. I’ve never wanted anything for myself, but with you . . .” His thumb brushed my jaw, sending a shiver through
            my whole body. “I will gladly try to stay alive, if it means you’ll be there at the end.”
         

         
         I kissed him, and his arms slid around my waist, pulling me onto the rock. His lips moved with mine, and my heartbeat roared in my ears. I pressed myself against him, wrapping my arms around his neck as his crept up my back, drawing us even closer. I wanted this. I wanted him, though I knew I shouldn’t; the queen herself had cautioned me not to fall for him. But I couldn’t seem to stop myself, and right now, I didn’t care about the warning of a Deathless. I would deal with those fears later. Right now, all I could feel was him. 

         
         A cry echoed from the distant horizon, causing us to pause and look up.

         
         The wind changed. Before, the air had been still, with barely a breath to stir the dust around us. Now I shivered as a chilly
            breeze swept through, making my skin crawl. It wasn’t just the cold; something in the air felt wrong, like the sky before
            a sandstorm, ominous.
         

         
         Raithe went perfectly still, gazing up at the sky, his eyes suddenly dark. Tension hummed through his body, the muscles coiling
            beneath his skin. “Something is coming,” he muttered, just as Kysa rounded a boulder and gave us a grim look. For a second,
            I thought she would be angry or disgusted, but though her words were sharp, they weren’t directed at us.
         

         
         “You need to see this. Now.”

         
         We hurried back to the campsite, where Halek was standing at the cliff’s edge, staring out over the desert. Near the rock
            wall, Rhyne was snorting and tossing his head, his massive horn scouring the stone. Worried, I looked for Ratuk and saw him
            pressed against the other side of the rock face, away from Rhyne. Whether it was to avoid getting smacked by Rhyne’s horn
            or because he, too, could feel the wrongness in the air, I didn’t know.
         

         
         I walked up beside Halek, gazing out at the emptiness of the desert as he was doing, and my blood chilled.

         
         Something was moving across the sky, casting a tattered blotch against the stars. Something huge, hazy, and dark. It almost looked like smoke, or some kind of strange, living cloud. But the more I watched it, the more unnatural it seemed. The wind shifted, and the stench of rot, decay, and dead flesh drifted to me on the breeze, making my stomach turn. 

         
         “What is that?” I whispered, squinting against the darkness.

         
         “Here.” Halek turned and held out something that glittered in his hand. A small tube of copper and glass, five inches long
            and wider on one end. I blinked as I recognized it.
         

         
         “When did you get a farseer, Fatechaser?” Kysa wondered.

         
         Halek shot me a furtive wink. “Picked it up in Irrikah,” he said breezily, and thankfully did not elaborate. “It’s not as
            fancy as a d’wevryn cloudgazer—no offense, iylvahn—but you’ll be able to see what you’re looking at.” He shuddered suddenly,
            looking at the black cloud moving slowly across the sky. “Though sometimes, you wish you hadn’t.”
         

         
         I held the farseer to my eye, peering through the glass at the distant horizon. For a few seconds, I swept the tube back and
            forth, trying to find the cloud. It blurred as I caught sight of it, then slowly came into focus.
         

         
         My stomach dropped. It wasn’t a cloud at all. It was a massive, decaying abomination with exposed flesh, tattered wings, and
            a huge skull that showed gleaming bone through rotted scales. An ancient dragon straight out of legend, the corpse brought
            back to horrifying life. I had seen one once before, when Vahn had shown up in the Scarab village to claim me. He had been
            riding one of these abominations, and only the Deathless Kings had the power to resurrect such ancient creatures.
         

         
         This one was even more horrible than the last. Its flesh crawled with thousands of huge black beetles; they buzzed around it in a terrible swarm, burrowing into the rotting skin and crawling over the bones. Worms wriggled through its rancid flesh as well, huge pale maggots, writhing and squirming and sometimes falling away to the earth. 

         
         “Goddess.” I dropped my arm, which was shaking. “Why is there an abomination out here?” I asked, my voice sounding far steadier
            than I felt. “Kovass is miles away across the Dust Sea.”
         

         
         “I think we know why it’s here,” Kysa said. She looked at Raithe, who nodded grimly.

         
         “It’s looking for us,” Raithe muttered. “After Vahn failed, the Deathless King knew we were going to Irrikah. He knew we were
            going to meet the queen.” He stared at the abomination, his eyes hard. “The Deathless King knows about the Loom of Maederyss,
            same as the queen. That’s why an abomination is out here, miles from everything. The king sent that thing to find us.”
         

         
         I felt sick with fear. The Deathless King had finally taken a personal interest in me. Before, Vahn had been carrying out
            the king’s wishes, and it was Vahn’s magic we’d been fighting against. That had been difficult enough, but at least it had
            been a barrier between us and the godlike power of the Deathless King. After the fall of Kovass, the king had not bothered
            to deal with one insignificant street thief. But now that we had killed the leader of the ma’jhet, that indifference was gone.
            The Deathless King’s ire had been awakened. I was now more than a thorn in his side, and he had decided to take care of this
            little problem himself.
         

         
         “It’s heading west,” Kysa murmured, watching the cloud of darkness draw farther and farther away. “Straight across the desert.”

         
         Toward the World Scar.

         
         “Yep,” Halek sighed. “How much you want to bet that thing will be waiting for us when we get there?”

         
         I shivered, hugging myself in the sudden cold, and felt Raithe step closer, his hands closing gently over my arms. “We’ll
            deal with it when it shows itself,” he said. “There’s nothing we can do about it tonight. I do suggest we move out at suns
            rise, though. I’ll keep watch until dawn.”
         

         
         “I will, too,” Kysa announced. “Not that I don’t trust your overwatch skills, iylvahn, but just in case you are distracted
            with . . . other things.” She did not look pointedly at me, but I got the implication, loud and clear. “Besides, I want to
            keep an eye on the rock beetles. They are considerably riled up, Rhyne especially, and I fear will not be going back to sleep
            tonight.”
         

         
         Halek snorted. “You’re assuming any of us are going to sleep after seeing that.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Thirteen

         
         I didn’t sleep. I couldn’t sleep. I sat cross-legged in front of the fire, blanket draped over my shoulders, and stared into the flames. Watching images
            dance over the coals. Vahn. The Deathless King. The queen of Irrikah. And me. One small thief who was expected to inherit
            the power of a goddess.
         

         
         Across the firepit, Halek lay in his sleeping roll with one arm flung over his face. Despite what he’d said earlier, the occasional
            snore echoed from his side of the camp. Even on a night like this, with undead abominations darkening the skies, the carefree
            Fatechaser could sleep through anything. I wished I could sleep. I wished I could forget everything for a few hours. My mind
            fluttered like a moth, flitting back and forth between a torch and the darkness, unable to settle on one thing. One moment,
            I was terrified of the Deathless King and the abomination that was surely waiting for us at the World Scar. The next, I remembered
            Raithe’s touch over my skin, the feel of his lips on mine. I wanted to go looking for him, even if it was just to talk. But
            Kysa was awake as well. I saw her graceful shadow moving around the rock beetles, and I didn’t want to have to face her silent—or
            perhaps not so silent—disapproval.
         

         
         A glow had infused the distant horizon, tinting the sands pink, when I felt a soft touch on my shoulder. Raithe stood there, a silhouette against the predawn sky, appearing as silently as a ghost. 

         
         “It’s nearly time,” he told me. “I know it’s still dark, but I thought you might want to get up a little earlier to take care
            of Ratuk.”
         

         
         “Yeah.” I nodded and got to my feet, shivering as the blanket fell away. “I should do that before Kysa comes for me. Thanks,
            Raithe.”
         

         
         He caught my hand as I stepped back, making me pause. “You’re shaking,” he murmured, and my heart began a stuttering beat
            in my chest. Raithe stepped closer, sliding one hand up my arm and causing that entire side to tingle. “I will protect you,
            Sparrow,” he said. “From whatever comes at us. Even if the Deathless King himself shows up.”
         

         
         “I know,” I whispered, not voicing my true thoughts. Because if the Deathless King himself appeared now, there was nothing
            any of us could do to stop him. He would end our existence as easily as the queen had destroyed the Bone Horror in the labyrinth.
            Raithe would try to protect me, and he would die. We both knew it. “I know you would,” I went on. “That’s one of the things
            that scares me.”
         

         
         “I made a promise, though.” The hint of a grin echoed in his voice, making me blink and look up at him. He gazed down at me,
            not smiling, but his eyes were soft. “We can’t die, Sparrow, either of us. I swore I would keep us both alive until the end
            of the journey.”
         

         
         I wrinkled my nose at him. “You said you would try.”
         

         
         “Same thing.”

         
         A chuckle escaped me, making the hint of his smile turn into the real thing. He bent close, lowering his head even further. “Do you trust me?” he asked. I swallowed and nodded. 

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Then believe I will be there, always. So you don’t have to be afraid of Deathless Kings, of abominations, of anything. I
            swore I would protect you, and I intend to be there when it matters.”
         

         
         I grinned, feeling less afraid and needing to be irreverent, if just to scoff at the impossible destiny I was supposed to
            follow. “Unless a giant flesh-eating insect shows up.”
         

         
         “Well, then we’ll just have to protect each other.”

         
         A loud sigh stopped me before I could lean up to kiss him. “Please tell me this is not going to be a thing the entire journey
            to the World Scar.”
         

         
         Raithe reluctantly pulled back as Kysa shook her head at us. “I have already saddled both Rhyne and Ratuk,” she said, looking
            at me. “They are ready to depart. I suggest we do so.” She glanced past us to the endless stretch of sand rolling gently to
            the horizon. “It’s going to be hot out on the dunes,” she muttered, “more so than anything we’ve experienced. There is no
            water, and there is no shelter. Once Demon Hour comes, only our tents will save us from burning alive. This is going to be
            a difficult journey, for all of us.” She looked back at us, her eyes grim. “It is only going to get harder before we reach
            the World Scar. We need to save our strength however we can.”
         

         
         

         Kysa was, unfortunately, absolutely right.

         
         The air around us shimmered with heat. Even through my clothes, the sun was baking the top of my head, my shoulders, the back of my neck. The wisps of breeze caressing my face felt like they’d come from a campfire. Not a single blade of grass poked up from the rolling dunes. Not a single insect moved or scurried through the sands. It was like being out on the Dust Sea, surrounded by nothing but sand from one horizon to the next. The only things marring the endless dunes were the prints from Rhyne’s and Ratuk’s passing; a trail of perfectly circular holes marching through the sands, there for just a few seconds before the wind scoured them clean. 

         
         The heat of Raithe’s body pressed against my back. He sat tall in the saddle, and I suspected he was trying to shade me from
            the rays of the sun as best he could. Ahead of us, Rhyne plodded stoically over the sand, seemingly uncaring of the heat,
            though behind Kysa, Halek slumped dangerously low in the saddle. Normally, I could hear the Fatechaser’s voice raised in song
            or jokes or cheerful banter. It seemed he was either taking Kysa’s warning about conserving his strength to heart or the heat
            was too much even for him.
         

         
         A bead of sweat ran into my eyes, making me blink and scrub at my face. As I lowered my arm, I caught a shimmer of movement
            over a distant rise: a figure that seemed to dance and sway, before writhing into the heat waves and vanishing. I straightened
            in the saddle.
         

         
         “Sparrow? Do you see something?” Raithe asked.

         
         “No. Maybe. I thought I saw . . . something. Out there.” I gestured to where the figure had been. “It was probably just a
            mirage.”
         

         
         He looked at the rise where I pointed, frowning. “Keep your guard up,” he said. “It might’ve been a mirage, but no one knows what’s really out here. We don’t want to be taken unawares.” 

         
         The dunes continued, eternal and endless. I watched one distant rise be slowly scrubbed away by the wind, flattened to almost
            nothing, only to reappear farther on. The hot wind felt strange against my face; I could almost hear whispers in the breeze
            that swirled into my hood. I saw no more mirages dancing out on the dunes, but I began to see strange shapes, half buried
            in the sands. A round section of stone that might’ve been a tower, or a corner that might’ve been part of a wall, glimpsed
            for just a moment before the dust covered them once more. Once, the sands blew away to reveal half a cracked pottery jug,
            the faded image of a palm tree gracing its side, before it was swallowed again by the dunes. I remembered what Raithe and
            Halek had said about a lost civilization, now buried beneath the sands, and my skin prickled.
         

         
         I also began to have the eerie sensation of being watched. Which was impossible; there was no one out here but us. The sands were empty, as were the dunes and the skeletal remains of whatever was left beneath our feet. But I had always trusted my gut, and those feelings—even the impossible ones—had saved my hide plenty of times. There’d been times in Sparrow-the-street-thief’s life when a job just hadn’t seemed right, or a certain alleyway felt off, when I’d trusted my instincts and gone in a different direction. Sometimes nothing came of it, but a few times, the shadows had hidden guards or predators or other threats, and had I ignored my paranoia, I might’ve ended the night face down in a gutter. So I made it a point never to ignore these sensations, no matter how improbable they were. 

         
         I mentioned the feeling to Raithe, who nodded grimly.

         
         “I feel it, too,” he muttered, making my dismay spike. I’d been secretly hoping he wouldn’t say that and I was just being
            paranoid. But the kahjai shook his head, observing the dunes with narrowed eyes. “I don’t think we’re alone out here, after
            all. Something is aware of our presence.”
         

         
         “Do you think it’s the Deathless King?” I whispered.

         
         “I don’t know.” Raithe sounded frustrated. “If it is, it means the tattoos the Scarab Clan gave you aren’t working, because
            they’re supposed to keep you hidden from the magic of the king and the ma’jhet. But let’s assume that they are working; otherwise,
            that abomination wouldn’t have to look for us. Which means there’s something else out here.”
         

         
         I gazed around the dunes once more, searching but not really expecting to find anything, when I caught a flash of movement
            on a distant hill. Something tiny, like a cat or a desert hare. It bounded away over the dune and vanished before I got a
            clear view of it.
         

         
         I felt Raithe’s surprise as well. “So, there is life out here, after all,” he murmured. “I suppose even in the harshest environments,
            there are creatures that can thrive. You didn’t see exactly what it was, did you?”
         

         
         I shook my head. “No, but it was small,” I replied. “I don’t think it’s a creature we have to worry about.”

         
         Raithe made a noncommittal sound. “I wouldn’t trust anything at this point,” he answered darkly, then shrugged. “But you’re probably right. I don’t think an attack by rabid desert hares is very likely.” A short, soundless chuckle. “Though I’m sure Halek has some kind of tale or legend that would prove me wrong.” 

         
         “I heard my name.” The Fatechaser twisted in Rhyne’s saddle to look back at us. “Also, I thought I heard the phrase ‘rabid
            desert hares’? When we have time, I’ll have to tell you the story of me in the livestock market of Thyricia.”
         

         
         Raithe shook his head. He glanced up at the sky, where Solasti stood directly above us, a white-hot sphere against the blue.
            “Demon Hour is coming,” he said. “We should make camp soon.”
         

         
         There was no shelter out on the sands. No trees, buildings, or bushes to provide the slightest bit of shade from the twins.
            While Kysa bullied Halek into setting up the tent with her, Raithe and I worked to get a shelter erected for the rock beetles
            before the brunt of Demon Hour arrived. It wasn’t fancy—just a canvas overhang on four poles that would give Rhyne and Ratuk
            some shade from the suns—but it was far better than leaving them out in the open to bake. The rock beetles were hardy and
            could endure the harshest environments, even out here, but they would certainly appreciate the shelter.
         

         
         The twins joined each other in the sky, and the temperature soared to unbearable heights. Even beneath the tent, the air felt
            like an oven; heavy and dry. I sat next to Raithe, half dozing against his arm, while we waited for Solasti to move on.
         

         
         There was a snort outside, causing me to jerk up. I could recognize the different rock beetle voices now, and knew that the sound had come from Ratuk. Rhyne’s indignant bellow followed a half second later, and I leaped to my feet. 

         
         “Sparrow, wait,” Raithe said, stopping me before I could rush outside. He rose with Kysa and Halek and grabbed his sword from
            where it sat next to him on the ground. “No one goes anywhere alone,” he went on, as Kysa gave a firm nod of agreement. “We
            don’t know what’s out there.”
         

         
         “Well, except a huge abomination scouring the desert for us,” Halek added as Raithe motioned us all to the door. “Probably
            not something we want to run into alone. Or ever.”
         

         
         Pushing open the tent flap, I stepped through, and the searing heat of Demon Hour blazed down on me. The top of my head instantly
            felt cooked even through my hood, and the sands shimmered relentlessly under the suns. Shading my eyes, I peered at the rock
            beetles and saw them standing together beneath their shelter. Both were on their feet, and Rhyne was tossing his head up and
            down in obvious agitation. Alarmed, I looked around for the cause of their distress, but I didn’t see anything.
         

         
         “Rhyne.” Kysa started forward, and I followed, hurrying to Ratuk. “What’s wrong?” the insect rider asked her mount, who turned
            with a huff that sounded almost outraged. I reached Ratuk, who turned and gently nudged his head into my chest. I patted his
            shell, then noticed something glittering in the sands beneath him.
         

         
         Frowning, I bent down to pick it up. It was one of our canteens, still full of water, lying half buried in the sand. Moisture leaked from beneath the metal cap, which had been loosened. My eyes narrowed. All the supplies, including our precious water rations, had been tucked safely away in the rock beetles’ saddlebags or secured in trunks that were tied shut with rope. It wouldn’t have simply fallen out. 

         
         “There’s a thief nearby,” I muttered, as Halek peered over my shoulder. I felt the Fatechaser frown in confusion.

         
         “A thief? Where? There’s no one around for miles.”

         
         I looked at Ratuk’s saddle and saw what I’d feared: One of the cords hanging from the rings had been severed. Cut with something
            sharp. Or . . . chewed?
         

         
         Raithe appeared on my other side. He touched the cut line, and his mouth tightened. “Sparrow is right. Something was in the
            saddlebags.”
         

         
         “Yes.” Kysa stepped around Rhyne. She had succeeded in calming the agitated rock beetle and now gestured to the sands where
            the canteen had been lying. “There are tracks, if you look closely. Something small and very light was crawling around the
            rock beetles.”
         

         
         I crouched down beside Ratuk. There were faint impressions in the sand that might’ve been from very light feet. I could just
            make out four toes, similar to a rabbit, but also a long, straight track between them.
         

         
         “I haven’t seen this kind of print before,” Kysa said. “It’s definitely some sort of animal, most likely a large rodent, judging
            from the tail mark.”
         

         
         “Oh, great, now we have to worry about rats stealing our stuff?” Halek said, also squinting down at the prints. “Giant desert rats? As if it’s not enough that we have a massive undead dragon out there looking for us, now we have to worry about rats.” 

         
         “Where did they come from?” Raithe wondered, looking around. “There is nothing out here. Even rats have to have a lair somewhere.”

         
         “Yes,” Kysa agreed. “But you’re right—there are no buildings, at least none on the surface, no vegetation, no rocks for them
            to hide under. Where do these creatures make their lairs?”
         

         
         “They’re coming up from beneath us,” I said.

         
         Everyone looked at me. “We’re standing on the bones of a huge civilization,” I went on, gesturing around the desert. “Like
            the undercity beneath Kovass. The sands have covered it, but the city ruins are still there. We’ve seen glimpses of them,
            when the sands blow. Who knows what’s scurrying around beneath our feet? There might be millions of creatures down there.”
         

         
         Halek made a face. “And now I’m not going to sleep for the rest of the journey,” he sighed. “Thanks for that, Fateless.”

         
         “Unfortunately, I think she is right,” Kysa said. She observed Rhyne and Ratuk. “We’re going to have to make sure nothing
            can get to our supplies. If too much of our food and water is taken, it is going to be impossible to survive out here.”
         

         
         “Someone should probably stand guard with the rock beetles, then,” Raithe said. “Just in case the thieves return. I doubt
            they would attempt to steal from us if someone is there watching, though it takes courage to dig into a strange rock beetle’s
            saddlebag.”
         

         
         Rhyne gave a snort and tossed his head, appearing to agree with Raithe. Kysa glanced back at him and nodded.

         
         “Agreed. I will stay with them, then. At least until Demon Hour is over.”

         
         I winced. Sweat gathered beneath my clothes as the twins beat down on the sands, radiating heat from every direction, even
            beneath the shelter. “I’ll stay, too,” I said. “Ratuk is my responsibility, after all.”
         

         
         “No, Fateless.” Kysa shook her head. “There is no need for two of us. Return to the tent. I will keep watch here, and make
            sure we do not lose anything else.”
         

         
         “Are you sure, Kysa? What if they come back?”

         
         She smiled faintly. “I am certain I will be able to handle a few large rodents. Should they return, they will find stealing
            our supplies much more difficult.”
         

         
         Raithe gently touched the back of my arm. We had turned to go back to the tent, but as we did, I suddenly spotted a tiny figure
            watching us from atop a dune. It was barely noticeable, a black speck against the blue horizon, but I thought I saw large
            oval ears and a long, tufted tail. It was just a split-second glance before the creature, whatever it was, seemed to dive
            nose-first into the sand and vanish.
         

         
         “Raithe, did you see . . . ?”

         
         He nodded. “At least we know what they are. It didn’t look dangerous, but looks can be deceptive. Let’s hope it’s just the
            local wildlife and not something more sinister.”
         

         
         “Aw,” Halek said. “It was kind of cute, actually. Of course, that’s not to say it’s not dangerous,” he added, as both Raithe and I looked at him. “Some of the cutest things in the world are the most dangerous. Sand wolf cubs, for instance. And flower girls from the city of Markenth. Don’t trust those big brown eyes they flash you—you’ll find yourself waking up in an alley before you can say ‘where’s my pants?’ ” 

         
         Demon Hour finally came to an end, though the temperatures dropped slowly. The air over the sands continued to shimmer as
            Raithe and Kysa packed up the tent, and I made sure the rock beetles were ready to go. I didn’t think Kysa had missed anything
            but, just to be certain, I checked all the saddlebags and tie-downs, making sure none of them looked chewed or tampered with.
            I wondered what kind of creature would be bold enough to climb onto a giant rock beetle’s back and rifle through its saddlebags.
            Or were they desperate, living in as desolate a place as this?
         

         
         Ratuk huffed softly as I walked around to his saddle. I untied one of the saddlebags and reached inside for my canteen, still
            half full of water. I slung it over my shoulder, then rooted around in the bag until I found one of the small clay bowls we
            used for food.
         

         
         Walking away from the rock beetles, I found a flat place in the sands and knelt, setting down the bowl and filling it halfway
            with our precious water. Namaia would certainly boil the liquid within soon enough, but I hoped the little rodent creatures
            would be able to get a few sips before it evaporated into nothing.
         

         
         A shadow fell over the water bowl. I looked up to see Raithe gazing down at it, and me, an unreadable look on his face.

         
         I swallowed. “I know,” I said before the iylvahn could say anything. Closing the canteen, I stared at the water bowl, watching the light shimmer off the surface. “This is probably a waste,” I admitted, “but it has to be hard to survive out here. I thought . . .” 

         
         “You don’t have to justify sympathy, Sparrow,” Raithe said. I glanced up at him, and he was smiling. “Not with me. Kysa, perhaps,
            but I doubt she would begrudge you showing mercy to smaller creatures.” He held out a hand and pulled me to my feet. We mounted
            the rock beetles with barely a glance from Kysa, and continued our journey across the desert.
         

         
         As Ratuk plodded forward, I looked back to the spot where I’d set down the bowl, only to see that it was gone.

         
         

         For two more days, we continued across the desert. I didn’t see any more of the little rodent creatures, either on the dunes
            or when it was my turn to stand guard with the rock beetles. The sands stretched on, eternal and unchanging. The wind continued
            to scour and build up the desert, occasionally revealing tiny glimpses of the mysterious civilization that had been here before.
            Thankfully, we didn’t spot any sign of the huge abomination. The skies remained painfully clear and blue, the suns unhindered
            as they blazed down upon us.
         

         
         On the morning of the third day, a fierce, hot wind blew across the desert, and an ominous red tinge appeared against the
            horizon in front of us.
         

         
         “There’s a sandstorm coming,” Kysa announced, stopping Rhyne to glance back at us. “We’ll have to stop and wait it out. Fatechaser,
            grab the tent.”
         

         
         Quickly, we worked to pitch the tent, while around us, the dunes began to rise and fall like the waves in the Dust Sea. As the weather got worse, the two rock beetles moved shoulder to shoulder and buried themselves halfway into the sand, the saddlebags and the top parts of their shells poking up like giant black boulders. 

         
         “Here it comes,” Halek warned, just as we finished erecting the tent. I looked up to see a wall of sand crest the dunes and
            come right for us. We ducked into the tent, and the storm swallowed it, the air outside instantly turning dark.
         

         
         Halek sighed, the sound nearly inaudible over the shrieking winds beyond the cloth. “Well, that was kind of close. Sometimes
            I think it would be so much easier to be a rock beetle. Have you noticed that nothing bothers them?” He peered through gap
            in the tent flaps, narrowing his eyes. “I wish I could just stick my head in the sand to avoid a storm.”
         

         
         “Sometimes I wish you could, as well.” Kysa lowered herself into a cross-legged sit against the cloth wall. “The eternal prattle
            would be silent for a few hours, at least.”
         

         
         Halek grinned. “Ha, you would miss my stories if I wasn’t here, admit it.”

         
         The insect rider did not deign to answer.

         
         Raithe sat down across from Kysa. “This storm is coming from the direction of the World Scar,” he mused as I joined him. “Unusual,
            since the winds have been blowing in the opposite direction until now.”
         

         
         Something thumped against the outside of the tent, like a rock or pebble bouncing off the side. There was another thump, and
            another. Frowning, I looked at Raithe, and his eyes narrowed.
         

         
         “What is that?” Halek wondered, also frowning at the tent walls. “Who’s throwing rocks during a sandstorm?”

         
         “Stay here,” Raithe muttered. Easing to the front of the tent, he hooked two fingers along the edge of the flaps and pulled
            one back to peer into the storm.
         

         
         Something immediately crawled through the crack. A black beetle nearly the size of my fist scuttled up the wall of the tent,
            paused a moment, and then flew at my face with a buzz of wings.
         

         
         I flinched and swatted it from the air. It flew back and landed on Halek’s leg, and he let out a yelp. But before he could
            leap to his feet, Kysa’s gauntleted hand snatched up the insect and squeezed, crushing it in her fist with a faint pop.
         

         
         “Eww!” Halek scooted away.

         
         The rider calmly dropped the squashed beetle in front of her, and Raithe returned to my side. The beetle lay on the floor
            between us, clearly dead, though I could see a pair of large, curved mandibles that looked like they would give an extremely
            painful bite.
         

         
         “Maederyss’s mercy, I am really not liking this aggressive insect curse we seemed to have picked up,” Halek breathed, plopping down on the other side of the tent.
            He looked at me and Raithe with an exasperated grin. “I blame the pair of you. If my fate is to be eaten by giant carnivorous
            insects, I expect you both to sing a tragic ballad at my funeral.”
         

         
         Raithe didn’t smile. More thumps echoed against the cloth outside, and I caught glimpses of beetle silhouettes against the canvas before they dropped to the sand. The storm was picking up, which was somehow increasing the number of beetles flying through the air. 

         
         “Where is this coming from?” Raithe muttered darkly. “We saw the abomination pass overhead a few days ago, and the winds are
            coming from the direction of the World Scar. Does this mean the abomination is close?”
         

         
         “Kysa.” I looked at the insect rider in alarm. “Rhyne and Ratuk are outside. Will they be all right in this?”

         
         She gave a short nod. “Their shells can withstand the biting power of the fire jaws when they swarm,” she said confidently.
            “These small creatures will not be able to hurt them.”
         

         
         “I’m more worried about our stuff,” Halek muttered. “I’m not too keen on picking beetles out of my food for the next few days—ow!”

         
         He jerked up, slapping at his leg, and a beetle landed on its back next to him, jointed legs waving in the air. Before it
            could flip upright, Raithe pinned the insect to the ground with a dagger out of nowhere. Halek peered down at his thigh, framing
            a spot with two fingers, and a drop of blood oozed from a puncture wound on his leg. “Little abominations bite,” he growled.
         

         
         More thumps sounded outside, pelting the cloth walls of the tent. I shivered as multiple beetle silhouettes crawled up and
            down the outside of our shelter. Then something slithered beneath the cloth floor of the tent, and I scooted away with a grimace.
            “They’re burrowing beneath us,” I said, causing Raithe’s eyes to narrow and Halek to pull his knees up to his chest.
         

         
         “Well, as long as they’re out there and we’re in here—” he began, just as a pair of mandibles broke through the cloth floor, and a large black insect wriggled through the crack. “Oh, never mind, they can get in, they’re inside! I’m officially panicking now.” 

         
         “Calm yourself.” Kysa’s gauntlet smashed the beetle into the floor. “They are mindless swarming insects. We are still safer
            in here that we would be outside.”
         

         
         “Easy for you to say—you’ve got armor. The rest of us are rather unfortunately squishy.”

         
         A rumble went through the ground beneath us, and everyone froze. The sands under the tent shifted, and I got an eerie, unsettling
            feeling that something was pushing up through the earth.
         

         
         Raithe straightened, gazing at the moving sands with narrowed eyes. “We’re not safe here. We need to go.”

         
         “Go?” Halek looked at him, wide-eyed. “Go where? Out into the beetle apocalypse?”

         
         “Something is coming.” Raithe held out a hand to me. “Get Rhyne and Ratuk. We have to move now.”
         

         
         The ground beneath us lurched, and sand began pushing up in the center of the tent, growing larger and larger, like a bubble
            about to pop. We leaped upright as, with a tearing sound, the cloth split open, spilling hundreds of writhing beetles into
            the tent with us. Halek shrieked.
         

         
         We fled the tent, the sound of buzzing wings and chittering mandibles echoing all around us. Sand lashed at me, stinging my hands and exposed flesh. Insect bodies hit me as well with heavy thumps, and I pulled up my hood, praying they wouldn’t crawl beneath my clothes. Squinting through the sand and wind, I searched for the rock beetles, but could barely see through the orange haze around us. 

         
         “Ratuk!” I called, my voice muffled in the howl of the storm. “To me! Where are you?”

         
         A piercing whistle cut through the shrieking wind, and the answering huffs of the rock beetles followed it. Kysa appeared,
            small insects ricocheting off her black armor, and then the rock beetles materialized through the storm, snorting as they
            came into view, seeming to know something was wrong.
         

         
         “Uh, guys?” Halek staggered backward, staring wide-eyed at where we had left the tent. “Something is happening.”

         
         The tent was sinking. No, not just the tent; the very ground was sinking, sand flowing down as if a hole had opened beneath
            it. I suddenly felt the pull as the earth under my feet began to suck me toward the center. The tent disappeared beneath the
            sand, and a swarm of beetles boiled to the surface as another rumble shook the ground.
         

         
         “It’s coming. Sparrow, go!” Raithe gestured to Ratuk, and I scrambled atop the rock beetle as Kysa mounted Rhyne, pulling
            Halek up behind her. Raithe leaped onto Ratuk’s back, sliding in behind me, as I gasped the order for the beetle to run.
         

         
         As we fled, the stench of death filled the air, and the sand beneath us heaved. With an explosion of beetles and dust, a pair of huge jaws rose from the earth, gaping as they loomed into the air. With a moan that made every hair on the back of my neck stand up, the abomination clawed its way to the surface. Beetles rained from its giant decaying body, dripping from its yellow bones like water. The insects swarmed it, scuttling through flesh and bone, the buzz of their wings a terrible drone in my ears. The monster shook its head, flinging beetles and bits of skin everywhere, and then swept its gaze around, putrid white eyes scanning the desert for us. My heart lurched in utter terror as that soulless gaze found me and, for a moment, I stared into the rotting face of death. 

         
         “Ssssparrrrrow.”

         
         My heart froze. That was Vahn’s voice, raspy but unmistakable, coming from the abomination’s maw. Raithe went rigid behind
            me, and I clenched my fists, biting my lip to keep from gasping in horror. The hulking mass of the abomination raised its
            head, flared its wings, and roared. The noise tore through me, stabbing at my heart; it was a desperate, agonized wail, the
            sound of a creature who had been driven to the brink of madness and was no longer recognizable as the soul it once was.
         

         
         “Do you see?”

         
         The moan swirled around me, the anguished sound making my skin crawl. “Do you see . . . what I am now?” Vahn whispered. The abomination stalked forward, circling us like a desert shark, leaving a wriggling trail of worms and
            insects behind him in the sand. “What I’ve become? Your fault. Your fault!” It raised its head, bellowing a howl into the storm. Beetles flew from its jaws, arcing into the wind, and I closed my eyes.
            “My penance,” the abomination went on, almost sounding like it was sobbing. “The beetles. I can feel them crawling inside me. Eating my flesh. My punishment. Do you see what you’ve done, Sparrow!”

         
         It roared this last question, a scream that tore through the wind and brought tears of pain to my eyes. I bit my lip and turned to Raithe, pressing my face into his arm to muffle my sobs. He held me tight, and I could feel him
            shaking as well.
         

         
         The creature stepped toward us, but a spear flew through the air and struck the center of one of those white, bulging eyes.
            The abomination roared and convulsed, curling in on itself as it thrashed. Heart in my throat, I looked at Kysa, who pointed
            a finger at me, then at the storm, and mouthed one word.
         

         
         Run!

         
         The abomination rose up, clawing the side of its skull with a bony talon, gouging through flesh and rupturing the eye. Rhyne’s
            wings opened, and the rock beetle buzzed into the air and flew straight at the monster’s head. The abomination jerked up,
            seeming to sense the vibrations in the air, for its jaws opened and it lunged at Rhyne. At the last second, the rock beetle
            swerved, and the huge teeth crunched together with the sound of grinding stone.
         

         
         “Go, Sparrow,” Raithe whispered behind me. “While Kysa has it distracted.”

         
         “What about Kysa and Halek?” I gasped as Ratuk fled across the dunes, the wails of the abomination echoing behind us. “We
            have to help them.”
         

         
         “She’s not fighting it,” Raithe said. “That attack was purely to give us a chance to escape. But Rhyne can fly. Ratuk can’t.
            We have to lose it in the storm.”
         

         
         “Ssssparrrow!”

         
         Vahn’s voice rang out again, enraged and desperate, but I didn’t dare look back. The sand shrieked around us, muffling sound and making it impossible to see more than a few yards over the rock beetle’s horn. The abomination roared again, and the dunes trembled as it moved through them, but I couldn’t see where it was, where anything was. 

         
         “Human creature!”

         
         I blinked. The wind howled in my ears, but I thought I’d heard a tiny, high-pitched voice out in the storm.

         
         “Human creature, over here!”

         
         I looked down, as a small, furry . . . thing scampered out of the whirling dust and stood on two legs, peering up at me. It
            was definitely some sort of rodent, with sand-colored fur, large black eyes, and massive oval ears that were two-thirds the
            length of its body. It was bigger than the rats and mice I had seen, but still only a foot tall without its ears. An extremely
            long, tufted tail waved behind it as it stood on its hindquarters, gesturing at me with a pink-toed front paw.
         

         
         For a second, I could only stare, wondering if the suns had addled my brain and I was imagining all of this. Maybe the shock
            of seeing the abomination, hearing Vahn’s voice coming from that rotted body, had snapped my mind, and now I was seeing mirages
            of rodent creatures who could talk. But I could also sense Raithe’s astonishment behind me, which was both a relief and a
            worry. If he could see and hear it too, that meant the talking rodent was real. I just didn’t know if I should be concerned
            about that.
         

         
         The rodent creature blinked up at us, a sharp intelligence shining from its beady black eyes. “Dead thing coming,” it said, as clearly as any person you would encounter on a city street. “I can save you, take you into the tunnels under sand. Dead thing won’t be able to follow. Human creatures do this?” 

         
         “What about Ratuk?” I asked, ignoring the surrealness of the moment. Speaking to an intelligent rodent creature while an undead
            abomination searched the sands for us—it sounded like something out of Halek’s stories. “And our friends, Halek and Kysa,
            and their rock beetle, are still out there. We can’t leave them behind.”
         

         
         “Friends come, too.” The rodent creature twitched its nose, whiskers trembling. “Giant bug thing also. Tunnels big enough.
            Once I bring you inside, I go back for your friends. But we must hurry, human creatures. Dead thing almost here. We go?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Raithe said, his voice also breathless, as if he was forcing himself to speak through the strangeness of this encounter.
            “How do we get into your tunnels? Show us where to go.”
         

         
         It blinked. “Human creatures go nowhere,” it said, and bent to something at its waist. Only then did I notice it wore a leather
            belt with a pair of pouches on either side, copper clasps holding them shut. For some reason, the image was so bizarre that
            I had to look twice to make sure I was seeing correctly. The rodent reached a white paw into one bag and pulled out something
            that wriggled and glowed. Soft, blue-white light spilled from between its claws as it held up what looked like a large, luminescent
            caterpillar. “Meeka will blink you into the tunnels,” the rodent said, making no sense whatsoever. “Human creatures ready?”
         

         
         “Blink . . . us? What?”

         
         The stench of death filled the air a moment before the abomination erupted from the dunes with a roar that shook the sands.
            The rodent creature let out a squeak and stuffed the glowing caterpillar into its jaws, then bit down sharply. For a moment,
            its eyes glowed with the same brilliant light, though the luminance faded almost immediately. Without warning, it sprang into
            the air, leaping at us with long, powerful back legs, and landed on Ratuk’s head. The rock beetle let out a snort of alarm,
            but the rodent creature stared right at me.
         

         
         “Breathe,” it whispered.

         
         Sound cut out, and the world went black as everything inside me stopped moving. My heart didn’t beat, my blood didn’t flow,
            my lungs didn’t pump air. I gave one singular gasp, only to find there was nothing to draw in.
         

         
         The darkness winked into light again. I finished the gasp, warm air rushing into my lungs . . . and the world had changed.

         
         We were no longer in a vast desert, a sandstorm screaming around us and an abomination bearing down to crush us in its jaws.
            There was no wind, no stinging sand, no sound. We stood in a dimly lit tunnel, the flickering light of a lantern at our feet,
            but the walls weren’t made of stone or rock; they were clear, like melted glass. I could see the desert sands through the
            blurred walls, pressing all around us.
         

         
         “What is this?” I whispered. “Where are we?”

         
         “Safe,” said the tiny creature in front of me. “These our tunnels. Dead thing won’t be able to get in.” It twitched its enormous ears, gazing up at the smooth, crystalline ceiling. “Dead thing is still up there. I go to get your friends, bring them here, too.” It looked at me again, tilting its head. “What is human creature’s name, so they know I am not enemy?” 

         
         “Sparrow,” I rasped, still feeling like everything was happening too fast. “My name is Sparrow. And this is Raithe. And Ratuk
            is our rock beetle, in case they still need convincing.”
         

         
         It bobbed its head, making its huge ears wiggle. “I come back soon,” it told me. And right in front of my eyes, it winked
            out of sight. One second it was there, standing atop Ratuk’s head, the next, it was gone, and I was staring at an empty space.
         

         
         I drew in a breath. “I just saw that, right?” I muttered, not really knowing who I was asking. “There was a rodent standing
            there a second ago, talking to us?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Raithe murmured. He reached up a hand and ran his fingers along the smooth glass ceiling overhead. “I’ve heard legends
            of creatures who could perform spells on the level of the ma’jhet, but they all supposedly went extinct when the Deathless
            Kings vanished.”
         

         
         I swallowed. “Well, we’re seeing lots of things these days that are supposed to be dead.”

         
         Like the soul of my mentor bound into an undead abomination, crawling with worms and in terrible pain, because I didn’t go
               back with him to the Deathless King.

         
         Nausea bloomed in my stomach. Pulling away from Raithe, I slid out of the saddle and dropped to the ground, stumbling a little as my feet hit the strange, slick surface. Putting my hand on the solid wall of the rock beetle, I leaned against Ratuk as my gut threatened to crawl up my throat. “How could the king do that to him?” I whispered. “Vahn was the one who brought him back, who gave up everything for him.” Even me.

         
         I heard Raithe land lightly beside me a moment before his hands closed on my shoulders. “I’m sorry, Sparrow,” he said, and
            I turned in to him, choking back a sob. His arms wrapped around me, pulling me close, as I closed my eyes and tried to forget
            the horror of what we had seen. “All the Deathless had ways of extending the lives of their subjects,” Raithe continued. “Even
            beyond death. And what some kings did to their servants is unforgivable. But you have to believe one thing.”
         

         
         He drew back slightly, cupping my cheek as I glanced up at him. “This is not your fault,” he said solemnly. “What happened
            to Vahn is not on your head, Sparrow. The leader of the ma’jhet knew what raising the Deathless King would mean. Vahn was
            aware of what could happen, to him and all those who serve the Deathless. And if you had gone back to Kovass with the Guildmaster,
            that would apply to you, as well. This punishment is not justified, but do not let him convince you that it is your fault.”
            A shadowed look crossed his face, anger and sympathy flickering in his gaze. “Though I suspect the Vahn you knew is little
            more than a shell now, half mad with pain and the horror of what has happened to him. He is lashing out and might not be aware
            of what he’s saying.”
         

         
         “I can’t leave him like that,” I whispered. “Even after what he did, I can’t just let his soul linger on in that rotting body.”

         
         Though I had no idea what I was supposed to do, what I even could do, against that abomination. Even if we killed the dragon, which already seemed like an impossible task—how did you kill something that was already dead?—I doubted Vahn’s soul would be freed. The Deathless King would just bind it into something else, something even more horrible, and send it after us again. 

         
         Raithe drew me close once more. “We’ll figure it out,” he said. “If there is a way to put him to rest and release his soul
            back to Maederyss, we’ll find it.”
         

         
         I nodded shakily. “I’m grateful, Raithe,” I told him. “Thank you. I know he did horrible things to us, to you especially.
            But I still knew him. I can’t bear to think of him . . . trapped for eternity, in that rotting thing.”
         

         
         “The soul is the most sacred thing in the world,” Raithe murmured. “Once your thread is cut, it must return to Maederyss,
            to be woven into a new life. A new thread added to the Weave. To forcibly bind a soul to the world when it is supposed to
            move on . . .” Raithe shook his head. “No one deserves that fate.”
         

         
         The air in the tunnel changed. There was a soundless pop, as if a bubble had burst, and the hulking form of Rhyne appeared in the middle of the passage.
         

         
         “Maederyss’s mercy!” Halek’s voice echoed in the crystalized chamber. “What just happened? Where are we? Sparrow!”

         
         I let go of Raithe as the Fatechaser leaped off Rhyne and hurried toward me. Still atop the rock beetle, Kysa peered around
            warily as Rhyne snorted and tossed his head as if to shake something off. I looked for the small rodent creature but didn’t
            see it.
         

         
         Halek gave me a quick hug before pulling back and wincing at both me and Raithe. “Oh good, you’re both here. I’m glad no one was eaten by a terrifying undead dragon that sounded like the ma’jhet that kept tormenting us before. So, were you two approached by a small furry rat thing that talked to you and then just . . .” He made a motion like he was tossing sand into the air with both hands. “Poofed you away? Sorry, that’s the only word I can think of.” 

         
         “The word you are looking for is teleported,” Kysa said, sliding gracefully off Rhyne. “And yes, Halek, I think they saw us come in. A rock beetle appearing out of thin
            air is generally not something you can ignore.”
         

         
         “Just wanted to make sure we all saw the same thing.” Halek wrinkled his nose at Kysa, then glanced at us again. “Even Fatechaser
            tales have limits to what people will believe. If I told this story at any tavern in Arkyennah, everyone would think I was
            either two drinks away from death or hallucinating on bitterdream leaf.” He shook his head, then raked a hand through his
            shaggy blond hair. “Also, not to comment on an already unbelievable situation, but . . . Are these tunnels made out of glass?”
         

         
         “Human creatures.”

         
         I turned. The small rodent sat on a crystalized shelf on the opposite wall, peering down at us. Its huge ears and extremely
            long tail twitched as it regarded us with unblinking black eyes.
         

         
         “Dead thing still looking for you,” it said. “Flesh beetles burrow through sand, searching. Look.”

         
         It pointed its nose at the ceiling. I looked up and saw that the outside of the glass tube was crawling with black beetles.
            A muffled roar rang out, sounding far away but directly overhead.
         

         
         “Quickly.” The rodent creature leaped off the shelf and landed nimbly on the slick floor of the tunnel. “This way. Follow
            Meeka. We go to home nest. Will be safe there.”
         

         
         “Meeka?” I repeated, and it cocked its head at me. “Is that your name?”

         
         “Yes.” It bobbed its head again. Now that it was closer, I got a good look at it. Its sandy-colored fur was highlighted with
            white on its chest, paws, and muzzle. The huge ears were tipped with black, as was the tuft of its tail. It was much larger
            than a mouse and yet, standing tall on its hind legs, it barely came up to my knees. It didn’t walk or run so much as it hopped,
            using its long back legs to propel itself over the ground like a desert hare.
         

         
         I could also see, when it stood tall on its hind legs, that it was a male.

         
         “Meeka is me,” the rodent creature said, twitching very long white whiskers. He bent to a pouch at his belt and pulled out
            what looked like a very tiny copper lantern. As I watched in fascination, he grabbed the end of his tufted tail and slid it
            through the ring at the top of the lantern, then shook the whole thing. A soft blue-white glow radiated from the tiny box,
            casting an eerie luminance through the tunnel.
         

         
         “I will ask many questions, but not now,” Meeka said. “Later, when we are safe and closer to nest, I will ask. Come, we go
            now.”
         

         
         And he hopped away, bouncing over the tunnel floor on two legs, his long tail held out behind him. He moved astonishingly
            fast, even though I suspected he wasn’t trying to outpace us, and we hurried to catch up, following a talking rodent through
            tunnels of glass, away from the rotting abomination that had once been the Guildmaster of Kovass.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fourteen

         
         “So, you mentioned there was a nest,” Halek said after we had walked for several minutes down the tunnel.

         
         The glass tube wasn’t a straight line; it curved and twisted at odd intervals, sometimes getting wider, sometimes narrower.
            It also branched out at several intersections, different tunnels winding off into the darkness. It reminded me of what the
            inside of a termite nest might look like, if it were made of melted glass. I was worried that the rock beetles would get stuck,
            but our guide seemed to know which passageways were large enough for us all to fit through.
         

         
         The rodent creature twitched an ear, glancing back at us. “Yes,” he said, and continued hopping forward. He did not elaborate.
            Either he was in too much of a hurry to catch the social cue, or he didn’t care.
         

         
         Halek grimaced and jogged forward a few paces. “So, how many of you are there down here?” he asked, his voice relentlessly
            cheerful. “Are we talking a dozen, a few dozen, a few hundred? Did you build these tunnels, or were they always here? Also,
            how have I not heard anything about this? I mean, an entire race of magical, teleporting rats is something I would expect
            the Fatechasers to have wild legends about, but I haven’t heard even one story.”
         

         
         “Meeka is not rat.” The creature continued to hop down the tunnel, not pausing or looking back this time, though his voice was indignant. “Name given to us by creator king was jair’oa.”
         

         
         “Creator king?” Beside me, Raithe frowned. “Are you talking about a Deathless?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Again, Meeka didn’t elaborate. I was starting to suspect that the jair’oa was going to answer questions only if asked directly,
            and not because he was being evasive—that was just how his mind worked.
         

         
         “Why did you help us?” I asked, causing him to tilt his head back at me. “We are grateful,” I added, not wanting to offend
            the creature, the jair’oa. “But now you’ve put yourself and your nest in danger. You could have ignored us out there, and we would’ve been none the
            wiser.”
         

         
         Meeka turned to face us in the tunnel. “Meeka was sent for you,” he said, dark eyes solemn as he gazed up at me. “Rememberers
            send Meeka to fetch human creatures, save human creatures from Dead Thing. They wish to speak to human creature who left offering
            of life fluid.”
         

         
         I frowned, remembering the small bowl of water I’d put down for the tiny creatures I’d seen on the surface of the dunes. It
            seemed that small act of kindness had bigger consequences than I’d anticipated. “Rememberers?” I repeated, making the jair’oa
            blink. “What are they?”
         

         
         “Rememberers are Rememberers,” Meeka answered, as if that were obvious. “Rememberers remember things. Things jair’oa forget.
            Send Meeka with many star grubs to fetch human creatures. Save human from dead thing. Meeka not afraid.”
         

         
         “Star grubs?” Halek asked, and when Meeka did not answer, he quickly elaborated. “What are star grubs? They sound like something a Damassi drug den would be peddling.” 

         
         “This star grub.” Meeka reached a paw into his leather satchel and pulled out the caterpillar thing that pulsated softly in
            the dim light of the tunnel. It squirmed in the jair’oa’s claws, looking very soft and squishy.
         

         
         “So do you eat them?” I asked, remembering how the jair’oa had bitten down on it right before we vanished and appeared in
            the tunnel. And quickly, to avoid a one-word reply, I added, “What are the star grubs used for?”
         

         
         “Magic.” Meeka slipped the glowing insect back in its satchel, plunging the tunnel into shadows again. “Magic uses life—that
            is what creator king told past jair’oa. Creator king took life from human creatures, jair’oa take life from star grub. Use
            star grub to blink ourselves to surface and back. Creator king disappeared, many cycles ago, but jair’oa stayed. We remember.”
         

         
         A tremor went through the tunnel, causing the sands over our heads to shift and flow down the sides of the glass. Meeka looked
            up, huge ears flattening to its skull. “Dead thing still looking for you,” he said, hopping backward over the glass. “Come,
            come. Questions later. We must reach nest. This way.”
         

         
         He turned and hopped quickly down a clear side tunnel, leaving the rest of us to hurry after the tiny body.

         
         “I have so many questions,” Halek muttered, dropping his voice for only us to hear. “Does anyone else feel like their brain just went through an obstacle course? And I thought talking to a Fatechaser about Fate made you want to pull your hair out.” He raked a hand through his hair, his brow furrowed in concentration. “So, these jair’oa can use magic by eating these special glowing maggots? That’s different, and terrifying. If that doesn’t sound like a story from a Tahveena drug brothel, I don’t know what does.” 

         
         “It’s not different,” Kysa said calmly, shaking her head. “Magic must come from somewhere,” she continued, as Halek looked
            at her in disbelief. “The Deathless Kings took it from the world around them. The ma’jhet sacrifice living creatures using
            rituals to gain power. There is always a price, something that must be traded. These jair’oa are simply using the lives of
            these star grubs to fuel their magic. I doubt the grubs themselves are anything special.”
         

         
         Raithe was nodding in agreement. “Still, the fact that they can use magic is interesting,” he murmured. “In the past, the ancient kings bestowed their power upon only a special few, their
            most loyal servants. The ma’jhet were given such power to help keep the kingdom in check, to sway and intimidate when the
            kings couldn’t be bothered. Or sometimes to act against the other kingdoms in a way that would not lead to open war.”
         

         
         “Yes, but unless these jair’oa are more powerful than we realize, I cannot see how a king would use them against his rivals,”
            Kysa said. “They are too small to be effective warriors.
         

         
         “Maybe they weren’t his servants at all,” Halek suggested. “Maybe they were his beloved pets.”

         
         Kysa gave him a strange look, as if the thought of a Deathless loving a pet was odd, and Halek shrugged. “People can get crazy about their pets,” he said. “I heard of a sultan in Tahveena who spent a fortune on keeping his pack of dune runners happy. The stories said his dogs slept on silk cushions, ate better than the nobles in the court, and if they didn’t wag their tails when the sultan greeted them each morning, someone would literally lose their head.” He shivered and rubbed his arms. “Also, is it getting colder down here?” 

         
         “Yes.” Raithe nodded. “We’ve been walking at a slight downward angle for a while now.” He held a hand up to his face, rubbing
            two fingers together. “The air is changing, too. It’s similar to how Irrikah feels, full of moisture, but not as warm. We
            must be going deep underground.”
         

         
         “Well, considering that this desert has supposedly swallowed a city, I’m guessing this nest has to be below the sand.” Halek
            gazed up at the glass ceiling, at the unending amount of sand pressing down above us, and an uneasy expression crossed his
            face. “So, how strong do you think this glass is?” he mused. “Not that I’m thinking of what would happen if it cracked and
            a thousand tons of sand came rushing in. Being buried alive in the middle of a forgotten desert isn’t the glorious fate I
            would hope for . . .” He trailed off at the glares being shot his way by everyone around him, and gave a weak smile. “But
            I’m sure these jair’oa know what they’re doing.”
         

         
         Abruptly, the scenery beyond the passage changed. We had been traveling through sand that, even deep underground, pressed down on us from every side. But as we turned a bend, I saw something huge and flat up against the tunnel wall on the outside. After a moment of staring through the blurry glass, I realized it was the side of a building. The walls were made of cracked brick, and I could see what might’ve been an arched window near the top. 

         
         Halek blew out a breath, gazing up at the crumbling wall. “Yep, that is definitely a building,” he stated. “Or the ruins of
            one. I guess the rumors about the sunken city are real after all.”
         

         
         “Human creatures!”

         
         Farther down the tunnel, Meeka turned, standing tall on his hind legs as he beckoned to us with a paw. The light on the end
            of his tail bobbed gently back and forth over his head.
         

         
         “Nest is close now,” the jair’oa told us as we approached. “No one has seen human creatures in many generations. Colony will
            be curious, ask many questions. No need for human creatures to answer. Meeka will take you to Rememberers. Rememberers will
            ask human creatures important questions.”
         

         
         “So, are these Rememberers your leaders?” Halek asked. “Like the alphas of a sand wolf pack?”

         
         “Rememberers remember things,” the jair’oa said once again, emphasizing the word, as if we were rather thick for not understanding. “Important
            things. Things jair’oa forget. Everything about creator king and kingdom that was here before. Rememberers say one day creator
            king will return. They must keep memories safe until creator king comes back.”
         

         
         Raithe stiffened beside me but said nothing. Clearly, he didn’t like the idea of another Deathless coming back. Meeka scrubbed
            both paws over his nose and hopped away before we could ask more questions, and we had no choice but to follow.
         

         
         Kysa shook her head, her mouth pressed into a grim line. “I do not like the fact that there is yet another group of creatures that wish to bring a Deathless back into the world,” she murmured. “One has been devastating enough. I already fear the world will not survive the return of the Deathless King in Kovass. I am still uncertain of the motives of the Deathless queen.” She did not look at Raithe as she said this, and the kahjai did not answer. “If yet another Deathless appears,” Kysa went on, her voice growing fierce, “how will anything be left standing if they start to war with each other again?”
         

         
         “Maybe history won’t repeat itself,” Halek offered. “Maybe the Deathless learned from their mistake last time, and they’ll
            realize that destroying the world is really bad for them, too.”
         

         
         “Maybe,” Kysa said, sounding very unconvinced. “But that is not a scenario I want to leave to chance, do you?”

         
         “Not really, no.”

         
         “I don’t think they’re actively trying to raise their Deathless King,” Raithe said. His eyes were shadowed as he gazed at
            the distant form of Meeka hopping down the passage ahead of us. “Our guide said that these Rememberers keep the memories of
            their Deathless safe, and they are waiting for him to return. It doesn’t appear that they are taking steps to bring him back.”
            His expression hardened. “Still, the creature is not the easiest to understand, and words might have different meanings for
            them. One thing is certain. The jair’oa appear to revere the creator king, maybe even idolizing him as their god. I would be very careful of
            what we tell them.”
         

         
         Meeka had stopped hopping down the tunnel and was now sitting on his haunches in the middle of the passageway. He wasn’t looking at us but gazing at something beyond the circle of lantern light. Walking up behind the jair’oa, I shaded my eyes from the swaying light, peering into the tunnel, and my jaw dropped open. 

         
         When Meeka had said “nest,” I’d imagined a humble burrow. Perhaps a small cave or a pocket of air buried in the sand. I was
            expecting a medium group of jair’oa, perhaps a few dozen, who would stare at us with wide, curious black eyes.
         

         
         I was not expecting an enormous underground lake in the center of a cavern that stretched so far, I couldn’t see the other
            side, nor an entire city built along the edges of the lake, with strange buildings that looked thrown together out of random
            parts. I wasn’t expecting giant glowing mushrooms that towered over the buildings and grew on the walls of the cavern, casting
            the whole city in eerie luminescence. And lastly, I was not expecting the giant glass dome that covered the whole cavern,
            a curved ceiling holding back the desert sands. One crack away from disaster.
         

         
         “Maederyss’s mercy,” Halek breathed beside me. “That is not a nest. That’s an entire city.” He looked up, and his eyes widened.
            “A city underneath a glass dome. How long have these jair’oa been living here, unseen and unknown by everyone?”
         

         
         “There are so many.” I looked down at Meeka, who was washing his ears by drawing his paws over them. “Have you all lived here
            since the age of the Deathless Kings?”
         

         
         The jair’oa tilted his head at me. “Human creature asks strange questions,” he said. “Reign of creator king was many, many,
            many cycles ago. Jair’oa not live that long.”
         

         
         “Your ancestors, then,” Raithe said. “Did your ancestors live down here during the reign of the Deathless King, or did you live on the surface?” 

         
         “Maybe in the city that was here before,” Halek added.

         
         “Meeka is uncertain,” the jair’oa said after a moment of thought. “Meeka not remember that far.” He raised a hind leg and
            scratched behind one of his ears, the limb moving so fast it was nothing but a blur. The jair’oa shook his head, making his
            ears flap, then looked at us again. “Human creatures must speak to Rememberers,” he insisted. “Rememberers will answer human
            creatures’ questions. Come, come. Follow Meeka.”
         

         
         We trailed the jair’oa down the path into the city, which was indeed crawling with jair’oa. The little creatures scurried
            along the roads and bounced effortlessly over obstacles and clutter. The patterns and colorations of their fur varied greatly,
            from desert browns and tans to brighter yellows, reds, even white and black. Some had stripes, spots, or distinctive facial
            markings. Some wore belts, pouches, and even glass-and-copper goggles atop their heads. All were around the same size as Meeka,
            with the same enormous ears and long tails. As Meeka had predicted, they stared at us, wide-eyed and noses twitching, talking
            to each other in rapid, high-pitched voices that sounded like squeaks.
         

         
         I was so distracted watching the jair’oa that I didn’t notice the city at first. By the time I began to register the buildings around me, we were deep within the cavern and had attracted an entire swarm of jair’oa followers. The buildings, which crowded the edges of the paths and towered over us, did look cobbled together with stone, cloth, metal, and other items that didn’t quite fit. They were surprisingly tall—tall enough for a human to fit inside. They didn’t look rickety or unstable, like they would fall over at the first strong breeze. They were just . . . eccentric, with multiple doors and gaps just big enough for a jair’oa to fit through. Several of them didn’t have ceilings, just bolts of cloth draped over the openings for shelter. Which, given that the city lay beneath a giant glass dome with the desert above blocking all sunlight, made sense. 

         
         I realized that the jair’oa, with their vast underground lake and shelter from the suns, probably had a pretty good life down
            here. Of course, that might’ve been an illusion on my part; maybe the jair’oa had to struggle to survive just like everyone
            else. But with the two biggest worries—water and Demon Hour—taken care of, it seemed like the jair’oa were thriving in their
            isolated hidden oasis.
         

         
         I wondered what they thought of us, three large humans and their giant bugs, stomping through their peaceful city. Did they
            know what was lurking outside on the surface, the horrific abomination we had brought to their doorstep?
         

         
         The abomination that was Vahn. Who was in terrible pain, because I had failed to return with him to Kovass.

         
         My throat closed. Quickly, I shoved those thoughts away, pushing them down to the deepest part of my soul to deal with later.
            Though if Vahn did smash through that glass dome and destroy this haven of innocent jair’oa because he was looking for me . . .
         

         
         My stomach threatened to expel its contents out my throat. I swallowed the bile and looked at Raithe. “We shouldn’t be here,” I whispered, and he glanced at me with a puzzled frown. “Vahn is out there, looking for us. For me. If he comes down here, everything will be destroyed. Just like what happened to the Scarab Clan.” 

         
         The gnawing guilt within grew stronger, threatening to suffocate me. I knew Kysa didn’t blame me for the death of her people,
            but it was my fault Vahn had been there at all. The jair’oa did not strike me as warriors. If Vahn somehow got inside the dome, an entire
            species could be wiped out. And it would be on my head once more.
         

         
         “We should leave,” I whispered to Raithe again. “These jair’oa have no part in this. I can’t bring Vahn to their doorstep.”
            Glancing up, I saw a tiny jair’oa, a baby, barely larger than my boot, perched on a ledge. Its black eyes watched us with
            undisguised curiosity, its huge ears twitching back and forth, and my heart lurched. “I can’t be here,” I whispered, looking
            back the way we came. “I . . . I have to go—”
         

         
         Raithe caught my arm before I could whirl and stalk away. “Easy,” he warned, though his voice remained soothing. “Breathe,
            Sparrow. We’re far below the surface of the sand. If you try to find your way back by yourself, you could get lost in the
            tunnels.”
         

         
         I clenched my fists, trying to calm myself. He was right; I hadn’t paid any attention to direction while we were following
            Meeka through the maze of glass. I didn’t know how many tunnels the jair’oa had, but there could be dozens. Or hundreds. For
            the moment, it seemed we were trapped down here.
         

         
         Raithe curled his fingers over mine, squeezing gently as he lowered his head. “Meeka knows that Vahn is looking for you,” he said quietly. “I don’t think he would have brought us here if he thought we would put the nest in danger.” He gave me a rueful smile. “Of course, I can’t claim to have any knowledge of how the jair’oa think or how they act. I can only hope that, for now, we’re safe.” 

         
         An indignant bellow sounded behind us. I spun to see Rhyne tossing his head in outrage, a pair of jair’oa perched on his back,
            long tails waving for balance as the rock beetle bucked. As Kysa stepped forward to calm him, I saw three more of the little
            creatures on Ratuk, scurrying gleefully over his saddle and chittering to each other excitedly. Ratuk accepted all this with
            his usual stoicism, even when the smallest jair’oa leaped up to perch on his horn. The creature squeaked, sounding triumphant,
            and the other jair’oa chittered in reply.
         

         
         Meeka bounced forward, stood tall on his hind legs and squeaked something up to the passenger jair’oa. They gave disappointed
            chitters in return, but sprang off the rock beetles and darted away into nooks and crannies faster than thought. Rhyne snorted
            indignantly and shook his head, looking like he wanted to sweep his horn through the closest building, before Kysa stopped
            him. Ratuk simply gave me a look of tired resignation.
         

         
         “Apologies, human creatures.” Meeka shook his head, making his huge ears flop, and twitched his whiskers at us. “Colony is
            curious. They have never seen human creatures, or grubs so large you cannot eat them.” He twitched his whiskers at Rhyne,
            who snorted, sounding offended that he had been called a grub. “But we are almost to temple now. Come, come. Rememberers will
            be waiting.”
         

         
         We continued to follow Meeka until the road we were on ended at the steps of a large, distinctly elegant structure that towered over us. Unlike the rest of the city buildings, this one didn’t look thrown together; it looked built with such care and beauty that my breath caught in my throat. Perhaps built was the wrong word. Crafted seemed more appropriate. The temple was made almost entirely of colored glass, with crystal spires that curved and twisted
            and came to wickedly sharp points, glowing in the light of the mushrooms. In fact, the temple pulsed with a holy light that
            emanated from within the translucent walls. The path to the temple was lined with more towering glowing mushrooms and strung
            with lines of colored lanterns leading to the temple steps, only adding to the surreal beauty of the surroundings.
         

         
         Beneath the arched front doorway, a trio of jair’oa waited for us. I hadn’t noticed them at first, being nearly blinded by
            the crystalline beauty of the temple. But as we reached the bottom of the steps, I glanced up and saw them peering down at
            us. The jair’oa in front, a shriveled looking creature with thin, pure white fur, held a twisted staff made of colored glass
            in her paws, a glowing ball at the tip. The white jair’oa also had milky red eyes that seemed to stare blankly through me,
            though her huge ears twitched and moved with every sound. The other two jair’oa were gray-furred and didn’t seem quite as
            old, though they were certainly far older than Meeka.
         

         
         “Meeka.” One of the gray-furred jair’oa spoke. “You have brought the human creatures to the nest as we asked. Well done.”

         
         He didn’t pause to acknowledge Meeka’s reply, but turned to me, dark eyes scanning my face.

         
         “The stranger has appeared before us.” The second gray jair’oa nodded. These jair’oa did not have the same fragmented speech cadence as Meeka. It was easier to understand them; I wondered if it was an age thing or if they had more practice in speaking the human language. “And the undead creature follows in her wake. It is a sign. A sign that the creator kings are returning. Praise to the creator king.” 

         
         At this, all three jair’oa lifted their paws toward the ceiling, the white jair’oa raising her staff so that the light from
            the tip glimmered like a tiny star in the air. “Praise to the creator king,” all three repeated.
         

         
         Kysa shifted behind me, and Rhyne gave an uneasy rumble. “Are you trying to bring back the Deathless?” she asked, and I heard
            the stiffness in her voice. “Forgive me, I do not mean to disparage your customs or your people. But do you know what the
            Deathless will do to the kingdom, if they rise again?”
         

         
         The white jair’oa hopped forward and stared at us. “What you humans call Deathless, we jair’oa know as our creator king,”
            she said in a breathy voice. She waved a pink, scabby paw at the pair of gray jair’oa behind her. “We are Rememberers. We
            do not have to raise the creator king, we simply must remember his promise.”
         

         
         “And what promise is that?” Raithe asked.

         
         She twitched her whiskers at him. “Come inside the temple,” she said, and took a hopping step back. “We will speak there,
            away from curious ears and chattering voices.”
         

         
         I glanced at the archway, which was big enough for humans to walk through easily but might be a tight fit for something larger. “What about the rock beetles?” I wondered, looking at Kysa. Not that I was worried that Rhyne and Ratuk wouldn’t behave themselves while we were inside the jair’oa’s sacred glass temple, but one sweep from Rhyne’s horn would probably shatter the delicate looking walls. 

         
         Kysa’s lips tightened. “I would leave them both outside, were I not concerned about overly curious passengers,” she said,
            casting a quick glance at the horde of jair’oa that had gathered behind us. I looked over the sea of shiny black eyes and
            twitching noses and winced. “Rhyne and Ratuk are bred for war,” Kysa continued. “I fear they might break something were they
            to follow us inside this beautiful temple.” She put a hand on Ratuk’s shell and nodded to me. “I will wait out here with them.
            You go, learn what you must, Fateless. We will stay outside until you return.”
         

         
         The white jair’oa bobbed her head. “Come, then,” she said, as the pair of gray jair’oa turned away. “Follow us. We will speak
            inside. Youngling . . .” She pricked her ears at Meeka, still standing beside me and scrubbing his paws over his nose and
            whiskers. “You brought the human creatures here. You will come as well.”
         

         
         Meeka looked up and twitched his nose. “Meeka is hungry,” he said. “Blinking large grubs took much energy. Meeka already knows
            this story. Will come later.”
         

         
         “Now,” the white jair’oa said sternly, causing Meeka’s whiskers to droop. “You will hear the creator story again, youngling.
            Just in case you have forgotten.” She glared at him until he flattened his ears and looked away, then waved a paw at me. “Come,
            then. Come inside, and we will tell you of the creator king’s promise to the jair’oa.”
         

         
         We followed the trio of jair’oa into the temple, which was even more delicate and stunningly beautiful inside. Pillars of colored glass soared above us, reflecting the lights of crystal chandeliers. Glass images curled from the walls, creating sparkling murals that defied belief. 

         
         At the front of the room, standing on a raised dais, a glass statue gazed down upon us. I studied the near-perfect features,
            the broad shoulders and chiseled face, and shivered. This had to be the jair’oa’s Deathless, their creator king. But the statue
            wasn’t looming ominously or gazing imperiously upon its servants; rather, it showed the Deathless King with his arm outstretched,
            gazing at a jair’oa in his open palm. Jair’oa and Deathless were looking at each other, and even though the king wasn’t smiling,
            I could see genuine affection in that chiseled face.
         

         
         The three jair’oa paused at the foot of the statue, standing tall on their hind legs and raising their paws. Meeka, too, stood
            up and stretched his limbs toward the statue’s face, his tail held out behind him for balance.
         

         
         “Praise to the creator king,” murmured the white jair’oa, and the gray jair’oa echoed her words. “We remember. We keep his
            memories safe until his return. Return quickly, O king, for your jair’oa wait for you. We remember.”
         

         
         I shared an uneasy glance with Raithe and Halek. Halek looked vaguely amused, a smile tugging at his lips as he watched the
            jair’oa, but Raithe’s expression was shadowed.
         

         
         The white jair’oa turned and sat back on her haunches, staring up at us with beady crimson eyes. “This is the tale of the creator king and his promise to the jair’oa,” she began without preamble. “Many cycles ago, when the world was young, the creator king yearned for a creature he could love. He had his servants—the creatures called humans—and they worshipped him as their god. But he wanted something more. And so he created the first jair’oa, bestowing upon them his own power, granting them the gift of small magics. But because all magic requires life, he also created the star grubs for them to consume so that they could access the power of the king. These first jair’oa had no responsibilities, they were not created to serve or be servants; they were his Favored children, his beloved creations. And any who raised a hand against them would suffer the full wrath of the king.” 

         
         Halek was nodding at this part of the story, and he gave me a look that said, See? Even the Deathless Kings were crazy about their pets.
         

         
         “Those first jair’oa, our ancestors, lived with the creator king and multiplied,” the white jair’oa continued. “For many cycles,
            jair’oa were born, lived with the creator king, raised their own families, and returned to dust when their cycle was done.
            And the creator king was happy, because he finally had a people that he could love unconditionally. Never once did he raise
            a hand to his Favored. Never did a single jair’oa suffer or die at the hand of the king. They lived, and thrived, within the
            kingdom. And as the cycles went on, they became powerful in their own right, learning to use the magic that the creator king
            had gifted them.
         

         
         “But then, many cycles and countless generations later, darkness fell upon the creator king’s empire. We jair’oa had never seen another Deathless before—we thought that our creator king was the only one. But whispers began to circulate of a war between the Deathless, beyond the borders of the kingdom, creeping ever closer. Our ancestors watched, not understanding, as the skies turned red, then black with smoke, and the world began to burn. The green plains of the kingdom turned to dust and sand. The land that the creator king had ruled over for thousands of years was consumed in flame. 

         
         “In desperation to save us, his Favored children, the creator king used the last of his power to construct a safe haven deep
            underground. Even as the ancient city was swallowed by ash and fire, he melted the sands to create the great dome overhead,
            shielding his Favored from the death and chaos outside. He constructed the temple we are standing in now, as a reminder not
            to forget him. And then he used his own life force to infuse the lake in the center of the nest with magic, so that the star
            grubs the jair’oa consume would continue to fuel their power.”
         

         
         The white jair’oa paused, leaning heavily on her staff, as if relaying this story exhausted her. “And then,” she continued
            after a few heartbeats, “after doing this final act for his Favored, the creator king faded away, his soul sinking into the
            waters of the lake. But before he left, he told our ancestors that they were not to forget him. He promised that if we kept
            his memories and customs alive, one day he would return and rule over the kingdom as he had in the ancient days.”
         

         
         Once more, the white jair’oa paused, ears drooping, and one of the gray jair’oa stepped forward. “We do not forget the promise of the creator king,” he said. “Jair’oa memories are short. With younglings especially, their attention is focused on the Now. They live their lives in the moment, with little thought to the Then. Each day, we Rememberers recite the story of the creator king to the colony. Each day, we remind the nest of the promise of the creator king. Without us, we fear that the memory of the creator king would fade from the minds of the jair’oa and be forgotten.” 

         
         “We look for signs of his coming,” the third jair’oa said. “In the skies, in the sand, in the desert around us, we watch,
            and wait. We remember what the creator king told our ancestors—to look for hints of his return. Until recently, there has
            been nothing. No signs. Until you.”
         

         
         “Strangers from across the desert,” said the white jair’oa, jumping into the conversation once more. “Human creatures that
            have not walked these sands in many cycles. Hunted by a creature from the days of the old kings, risen to stalk the dunes
            once more. And a word, a word whispered in the fevered star grub dreams that show us the future—Fateless.”
         

         
         A chill slid up my back as those blank red eyes turned on me. “We do not understand this word,” the old jair’oa whispered.
            “We know only that you are a sign. You, and the undead soul that hunts you. The great Winged Ones vanished when the kingdoms
            fell, and only the creator kings have the power to bring them back to life. Does this mean the creator kings are coming back?
            Has one already made his return to the world?”
         

         
         There was so much veiled hope in her voice that my stomach knotted uncontrollably. “One has come back,” I whispered, making
            all three jair’oa sit up sharply. “But not through any natural means. He was raised through the dark ritual of the ma’jhet
            and is starting his conquest of the other kingdoms.”
         

         
         “Ma’jhet.” The white jair’oa wrinkled her nose. “We know this word. They were human creatures that lived in the days of the creator king. They died with the rest of the humans when the city fell.” 

         
         “Your king’s ma’jhet might’ve perished,” Raithe broke in, “but not all of them did. One group survived, and now they’ve raised
            their Deathless to life again. If this king catches the Fateless, he will rain destruction down upon all the kingdoms, including
            yours, and no one will be able to stop him.”
         

         
         “But a creator king has returned.” One of the gray jair’oa raised his paws into the air. “Praise to the creator king! Soon
            the promise will be fulfilled, and all will be as it was before.”
         

         
         “No,” I whispered, causing the three of them to blink at me. “If this Deathless comes here, if he finds this place, all that
            will happen is that you’ll either be enslaved or killed.”
         

         
         They blinked at me as if I was the one who didn’t understand. “I’m sorry,” I went on, shaking my head. “I’m not a sign that your creator king is coming
            back. That abomination outside was sent by the Deathless King to find me. If it catches up, it won’t spare any of you. That’s
            why I have to leave—as long as I’m here, your entire colony is in danger.”
         

         
         For several heartbeats, the jair’oa were silent. Finally, the white jair’oa raised her chin. “Why have you come to our desert,
            Fateless?” she wondered. “No one walks these sands without cause. What are you searching for?”
         

         
         I swallowed, looking at Raithe. He nodded solemnly, and I turned back to the jair’oa. “We’re traveling to the World Scar,” I told the Rememberers. “It was there that a piece of Maederyss’s loom fell to the earth. If I can reach it, if I can claim it, I might stand a chance against the Deathless King.” 

         
         “You search for the loom of the goddess of Fate.” The white jair’oa blinked. For a few heartbeats, she and the other two jair’oa
            looked at each other and chittered softly. I waited, stomach turning uneasily, until the two gray jair’oa drew back. The white
            Rememberer stood on her hind legs and regarded me in a solemn manner.
         

         
         “We will help you, human Fateless,” she went on, startling me. “The World Scar is very far from here, at the farthest reaches
            of the desert. You will not be able to walk there, but we can use our magic to send you closer to your destination.”
         

         
         “You’ll help us?” I whispered, sensing Raithe’s and Halek’s surprise as well. “Why?”

         
         “We remember the king’s promise,” the white jair’oa said, as if emphasizing the only important thing. “We wait for him, but
            we know that if another Deathless rises to power, our creator king’s return will be in danger. By helping, we will be removing
            the one who could challenge our king when he comes back. We ask only that, once you claim the goddess’s loom, you remember
            the jair’oa when you face the Deathless.”
         

         
         “I will,” I said, amazement and surprise still clawing at me. “But you don’t have to do this. We can leave, and the abomination
            will follow. If you help us now, your nest could be in danger.”
         

         
         “It is already decided,” the white jair’oa countered. “The ritual to send the human Fateless and her companions across the
            desert will take place on Star Grub Island, the place where the king sank his soul into the waters of the lake.”
         

         
         “It will take time to prepare the ritual,” one of the gray jair’oa said. “We will need to consume many star grubs to gather the magic to blink so many across such a long distance. Be patient while we prepare.” He glanced at Meeka, sitting forgotten on the stones nearby, and twitched his whiskers. “Youngling,” he snapped, and Meeka looked up, large black eyes blinking. The gray jair’oa waved a paw at us. “The Fateless will need a place to stay and rest. Will you be able to house the human creatures until it is time for the ritual?” 

         
         The jair’oa looked at me, cocking his head. “Meeka’s home is small,” he said dubiously. “And Meeka has many siblings. But
            humans are welcome to stay there if they wish.” He shrugged, a strangely human gesture, and wrinkled his nose. “Siblings will
            be bothersome, though. Ask many questions.”
         

         
         “Good.” The white jair’oa nodded, leaning heavily on her crystal staff. “Go with the youngling, Fateless,” she said, looking
            up at me, “and do not worry. We will call for you when it is time.”
         

         
         Meeka hopped up to us, looking resigned. “This way, human creatures,” he said. “Follow Meeka.”

         
         We trailed the jair’oa back through the temple and met Kysa and the rock beetles outside, then followed Meeka between the
            eccentric buildings to a small hut on a corner. Through the curtained doorway, the interior was small and cluttered, with
            a bed covered in rags, a strangely chewed sofa, and what looked like a workbench against the wall. Bits of metal, wood, and
            strange components were scattered across the surface, a rickety stool sitting before it. I wondered if this was Meeka’s bench,
            and what the jair’oa worked on beneath the sands of the desert.
         

         
         “Brother! Brother is home!”

         
         Tiny voices filled the hut, as nearly a dozen jair’oa scurried out of the shadows and between the clutter to swarm around
            us. Many of them were half the size of Meeka or smaller, ears and tails twitching as they hopped and chittered and scampered
            at our feet, peering up at us with shiny black eyes. Little paws tugged at my sleeves, and small, furry bodies scurried around
            my boots, a couple even springing up to land on my shoulders or cling to my belt. I plucked one jair’oa kit off my neck and
            held it before my face, and the tiny sand-colored creature pricked enormous ears and cocked its head at me, bright gaze completely
            without fear.
         

         
         Meeka leaped onto one of the bedposts to avoid the swarm of jair’oa kits, giving them the exasperated look of a tired older
            brother. “Human creatures can stay here, if they want,” he said, raising his voice to be heard over the constant squeaking.
            “Can sleep on bed.” He swung his tail out of the grasping paws of a jair’oa kit that leaped for it, taking the tuft and the
            lantern still attached to it out of reach. “If can sleep.” He actually rolled his eyes, before shaking himself and looking at us. “Ritual happen soon. Should rest now.”
         

         
         I glanced at Halek, who was sitting on the floor, grinning, as jair’oa kits scrambled all over him, then at Raithe. The kahjai
            had a striped jair’oa perched on his arm, tugging at his gloves; he met my gaze with a wry smile and nodded.
         

         
         “We should be safe here for a while, Sparrow,” he said, as the jair’oa continued to paw at him. “Why don’t you try to sleep?
            You haven’t gotten a lot since Damassi.”
         

         
         “Yes,” Kysa agreed. The insect rider was still standing in the doorway, her expression caught between amusement and patient stoicism as she watched the squirming kits. “That is a good idea. I, however, believe I will wait outside. I don’t want the rock beetles accidentally smashing houses because of unwanted passengers.” 

         
         A yelp came from Halek, as one of the jair’oa kits suddenly leaped away from him, clutching something round and shiny in its
            paws. “Hey!” he called, as the rest of the kits gave excited chitters and scampered after the thief. “That was my last glowstone—ah,
            forget it.” He grinned and leaned back, giving me a resigned look. “It seems that my fate is to be surrounded by thieves,”
            he said. “If I ever make it back to troblin lands, remind me to grab a few dozen glowstones. I could get rich from how much
            everyone seems to want them.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fifteen

         
         I awoke to the sound of breaking glass.

         
         My eyes flew open. Inside the cramped jair’oa house, it was dark. Meeka’s family surrounded me, tiny jair’oa curled against
            my legs and ribs like domestic sand cats. They twitched in their sleep, never still, even when unconscious.
         

         
         The sound came again, a sharp, chilling crack that sent a lance of fear through my heart. No one else was awake or seemed to have heard it. Raithe was nowhere to be seen.
            In a daze, I carefully extracted myself from the pile of sleeping jair’oa kits and walked outside.
         

         
         The city was eerily quiet. The luminescent mushrooms cast a surreal purple light over the walls and roofs of the jair’oa houses.
            In the distance, the glass temple of the creator king shone like a massive diamond against the night.
         

         
         There were no jair’oa to be seen anywhere on the roads or in the surrounding buildings, which seemed odd. Almost of its own
            accord, my gaze was drawn up, up, to the massive glass dome that covered the whole city.
         

         
         A silver crack, gleaming brightly against the darkness, sliced its way across the crystal surface. As I watched, unable to move, the crack widened, thin spiderwebs of lines fracturing out from the main. Sand began to fall, like wispy curtains drifting through the air. 

         
         I drew in a breath . . . and the glass dome shattered, pouring sand, beetles, and the massive, rotting form of the abomination
            into the heart of the city.
         

         
         

         I jerked awake with a gasp.

         
         My heart was racing, a cold sweat trickling down my back as I sat up. On either side of me, the jair’oa kits squeaked in sleepy
            protest, kicking and twitching as they burrowed closer. I was still in Meeka’s family’s house, surrounded by jair’oa, and
            there were no sounds of breaking glass or cracking domes spelling doom for the entire city.
         

         
         A shadow rose from the corner and glided soundlessly across the floor toward me. Raithe, of course. His pale eyes, gleaming
            in the darkness, shadowed with concern as they met mine.
         

         
         “Sparrow.” His voice was barely a murmur in the silence of the room. “Nightmares?”

         
         I nodded, looking down at the blankets and the sprawl of jair’oa kits. My heart was still thudding in my ears, though it was
            staring to calm as reality pressed in. But I could still hear the chilling crack of the glass dome in my mind, filling me
            with quiet dread. “I wish they would stop,” I muttered. “I can’t even close my eyes anymore without seeing them.”
         

         
         Raithe stepped close. Very gently, he scooped up the sleeping jair’oa and moved them to a nest of blankets on the couch. His movements were so smooth and calm, not one of the kits woke up. They snuggled against one another in a tangle of paws and tails, squeaked in their dreams, and continued to sleep. 

         
         I was watching one kit unconsciously gnaw the back foot of another kit when Raithe sat beside me on the bed and pulled me
            close. Surprise flickered in my chest, but with his arms around me and the solid thump of his heart in my ear, my fear eased
            and the wild roiling of my stomach calmed. I closed my eyes, relaxing into him.
         

         
         Raithe didn’t say anything, just let the solidness of his presence soothe the fears clawing at me. For a moment, guilt pricked
            me. We had been traveling hard, through some of the harshest climates, on very little sleep. And while my recurring nightmares
            seemed to be getting worse, they were, after all, just nightmares of the nonmagical variety. I wasn’t sleepwalking to my death;
            Vahn wasn’t showing up in my dreams specifically to torment me.
         

         
         “You know, you don’t have to do this every time I have a bad dream,” I murmured, keeping my voice low so as not to wake up
            the kits sleeping soundly close by. “I’ll be fine, Raithe. I’m sure you would like to sleep through the night once in a while
            as well.”
         

         
         I felt his smile above me. “Kahjai don’t sleep, Sparrow, haven’t you heard the stories?” he murmured back. “We are soulless
            creatures of the night that feed on death and terror, at least according to some outside legends.”
         

         
         I couldn’t help but snort at that. The kahjai were feared for a reason, of course. Raithe was undeniably dangerous, skilled, and very good at what he did, but he was the farthest thing from a soulless creature I had ever known. The longer we traveled together, the closer we grew, the more obvious that became. 

         
         “Besides,” he went on, and his voice had gone very soft, “I want to be here when you need me. Whenever you’re afraid, or hurt,
            or worried. I want you to be able to come to me. You’ve had so much put on you, Sparrow; I can’t even imagine the burden you’re
            carrying right now. I can only promise that I’ll be here for whatever you have to face, be it nightmares or demon abominations.”
            He ran a hand over my head, his fingers sliding through my hair. “You are my mission now. And don’t worry,” he added, the
            smile lingering in his voice. “I still remember my promise not to die. You don’t have to face anything alone. I hope you know
            that.”
         

         
         Never trust a kahjai with your heart.

         
         I shoved the queen’s voice back, ignoring the tendrils of doubt that kept trying to curl around my heart. This time, I would
            not let them sink in.
         

         
         I raised my head and met his gaze. His eyes, open and defenseless, glowed a pale silver in the dim light of the hut. Softly,
            I touched his cheek, and his hand came up to cover my own, fingers curling around my wrist. I leaned in, and he closed his
            eyes as our lips met, igniting a writhing flame in the pit of my stomach.
         

         
         And then I heard a squeak from the other bundle of blankets and glanced over.

         
         Six pairs of beady black eyes stared back, noses and whiskers twitching, all ears pricked in our direction. The flame in my stomach instantly spread to my face and neck. I pulled back from Raithe and heard his sigh of amusement and disappointment as I did. 

         
         “Um . . .” I began, not knowing what to say. They twitched their ears at the sound of my voice. “Sorry to wake you guys up.
            We were just—”
         

         
         A rumble went through the floor, freezing the words in my throat. The kits also froze, looking like sand mice staring down
            a hawk, before they scattered.
         

         
         I gasped as another tremor went through the ground, and alarmed squeaks and chitters began to rise into the air. Leaping upright,
            I fled outside with Raithe and found Halek and Kysa in the street. The rock beetles were behind the insect rider, both of
            them huffing and tossing their heads in agitation as jair’oa scrambled around them.
         

         
         As I had in my dream, I looked up—straight up—and terror gripped me with a stone fist.

         
         The glass dome was crawling with beetles. I could see thousands, millions, of the hard-shelled insects scurrying through the
            sand, flailing their legs against the glass. The streets of the nest were filled with jair’oa, bouncing over one another in
            either excitement or panic, their chittering voices rising into the air.
         

         
         “Goddess,” I whispered, as the horror squeezing my insides crushed the air from my lungs. “Vahn is here.”

         
         “Not quite,” Kysa muttered, also glaring at the massive swarm over our heads. “But it’s coming. The abomination is close.”

         
         “Human creatures!”

         
         Meeka bounced toward us, long legs propelling him easily through the crowds. “Quickly! Follow Meeka!” he cried, “We go to Rememberers now! Not that way,” he added as I turned in the direction of the glass temple. “Must go to island! Rememberers wait for us at creator king’s shrine. This way!” 

         
         And he bounded off toward the underground lake. I tried to follow, but it was nearly impossible keeping up with a single jair’oa
            when the streets were swarming with them. I almost instantly lost Meeka in the crowds.
         

         
         Kysa gave an impatient sigh as we tried to move through the jair’oa swarms. “This is ridiculous,” she muttered, and turned
            toward Rhyne, following along behind us with Ratuk. A short whistle brought the rock beetle to her side, and she swung into
            the saddle, shooing away the jair’oa already perched on his back. “There he is,” she announced, as Rhyne tossed his head with
            a snort. “I can see a bridge to a small island out on the lake. That must be the shrine the creature was talking about. Let’s
            go. Fatechaser, you’re with me.”
         

         
         “Ratuk,” I called, and heaved myself onto his back, settling into the saddle. From this higher vantage point, I could see
            what Kysa was talking about. Over the scurrying swarms of jair’oa, I spotted the glimmering expanse of the underground lake.
            A small island sat in the middle of the dark waters, a wooden bridge connecting it to the land.
         

         
         Raithe slipped into the saddle behind me and curled an arm around my waist. “There goes Meeka,” he said, just as I spotted
            the tiny, bouncing form making its way across the bridge. “The three Rememberers are on the island as well.”
         

         
         “Let’s go, Ratuk,” I said, and the rock beetle lurched forward, plowing through the mobs of jair’oa swarming the streets. At first I was afraid he would crush the tiny creatures beneath his bulk, but the jair’oa sprang aside or darted out of the way, often at the last second, as the rock beetle lumbered through the city. 

         
         As the edge of the lake came into view, a chill wrapped around me like damp, grasping fingers. I shivered. The bridge stretched
            over the water, looking disturbingly thin, cobbled together with stone and wood and detritus. It creaked horribly under Ratuk’s
            weight, bending like a sheet of parchment as he stepped onto the rickety planks. I held my breath, expecting it to snap and
            plunge us into the cold, dark waters of the lake. But either luck was with me, or the jair’oa were better builders than I
            thought, because the bridge stayed intact even as two boulder-size rock beetles crawled their way over it.
         

         
         Behind me, Raithe shivered as well. “Look into the water, Sparrow,” he murmured as we reached the midway point of the bridge.
            Blinking, I peered over the side into the shadowy depths, and my skin crawled.
         

         
         The bottom of the lake glowed, the faint white light coming from millions of star grubs. They covered the ground in a writhing,
            squirming blanket, crawling over each other in drifts and mounds. I didn’t know how deep the blanket of grubs went, but I
            couldn’t see the actual lake bed beneath the unbroken sea of white.
         

         
         We reached the island in the middle of the lake. It was small, treeless, and barren, save for a wide, flat pedestal in the very center. A stone sarcophagus, carved in the image of a man holding a shallow bowl, rested atop the pedestal. By the glow coming from inside the bowl, I could guess what it was filled with. 

         
         The three Rememberers stood in a loose triangle around the sarcophagus, the white one at the head of the pedestal. They weren’t
            alone. Several other jair’oa had gathered around the sarcophagus, perhaps a dozen in all. A few of them were furiously consuming
            star grubs, shoving the larvae into their jaws one after the other. They all turned as we lumbered up, standing tall on their
            hindlegs and pricking their ears.
         

         
         “Human Fateless.” The white jair’oa beckoned to me. Her eyes, I saw, were no longer red but pure white, matching the rest
            of her fur. Her jaws and muzzle glowed with a milky white residue that made my stomach turn when I realized what it was. “Many
            star grubs we have consumed,” she rasped, sounding breathless. “Filled ourselves with magic to perform this ritual.” She glanced
            back at the gathered jair’oa, looking grim. “It will take much magic and many jair’oa to send you where you need to go. But
            we cannot wait any longer. Undead thing has found you.”
         

         
         A muffled roar echoed overhead. Beyond the glass, the sand swirled, then parted, revealing a massive rotting form sliding
            over the dome. It moved like a giant snake, leaving sloughs of skin and flesh smeared over the glass. Curling its neck, it
            tilted a blind eye down through the glass, seeming to observe the scurrying creatures below it. Its jaws opened, and the air
            trembled as it roared, beetles and worms spilling from its mouth to slide down the dome.
         

         
         “Sssssparrrow . . .” The voice echoed through the city, raking into my mind like claws. The abomination’s skull dove forward, hitting the dome
            and recoiling with a hiss. “You are here. Within the thousands of tiny souls that squirm beneath me. When they are gone, you will have nowhere to run.”

         
         A chilling screech raised the hair on my neck as it sliced a bony paw down the glass, leaving four claw marks glimmering in
            the dome.
         

         
         “Human Fateless, hurry!” The white jair’oa sprang onto the sarcophagus, raising her crystal staff over her head. She gave
            a high-pitched squeak, and the rest of the jair’oa scattered to the edges of the island, forming a loose circle around us.
            Their eyes glowed white as they sat up on their haunches, tails waving, and stared at us.
         

         
         “We send you to the other side now,” the white jair’oa said. Heart pounding, I looked around at the others; Kysa and Halek
            were still atop Rhyne, who huffed and tossed his head at the circle of jair’oa. Raithe stood beside me with Ratuk at our backs.
            I spotted Meeka atop the sarcophagus, perched on the edge of the bowl with his back to us. His paws glowed as he scooped up
            armfuls of star grubs and stuffed them into the pouch at his belt. None of the Rememberers or the other jair’oa seemed to
            notice.
         

         
         Magic flickered, then flared all around us, the same energy I’d felt just before Meeka blinked us into the tunnels, only much stronger. The white jair’oa gazed at me, whiskers trembling, as the magic continued to swell. “Farewell, human Fateless,” she said, raising her staff over her head. “Remember us, for we shall not forget you. Remember our kingdom, and may the creator king’s blessing go with you.” As the abomination roared overhead, she raised her staff higher and slammed the tip down between her feet. 

         
         In the split second before the staff hit the sarcophagus and everything went white, I was almost sure I heard the chilling
            sound of breaking glass.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Sixteen

         
         I opened my eyes with a gasp.

         
         Hot air flooded my throat, and searing light burned my gaze. I bent over, coughing violently and raising a hand to shield
            my face from the light of the suns. When I could breathe again, I straightened, squinting against the light, and looked around
            for the others.
         

         
         I was alone. The desert stretched out before me, endless and barren in every direction. I couldn’t see Raithe, Halek, Kysa, or the rock
            beetles. I couldn’t spot their silhouettes on the horizon or against the empty sky. I couldn’t see anything but sand, dust,
            and Namaia, halfway sunk into the western horizon.
         

         
         For a moment, I panicked, but then a shadow fell over me as Rhyne materialized at my back. One second the sand was empty,
            the next, a huffing, snorting rock beetle popped into empty air. On his back, Halek completed a yelp that he’d started in
            the city, and Kysa peered around warily. A moment later, Ratuk and Raithe appeared on my other side.
         

         
         “Sparrow.” The kahjai leaped off Ratuk, catching me as I threw myself into him. Beneath his tunic, his heart was pounding,
            too. “Are you all right?” he asked, bending his head close to mine.
         

         
         I nodded, taking in a quick breath of relief before pulling back. “I guess we all made it.”

         
         “Just in time, too,” Halek said. He hopped out of Rhyne’s saddle, landed in the dust with a thump and straightened, stretching
            his arms over his head. “Goddess, it’s good to see the suns again. Was I the only one who was sure that dome was going to
            shatter? Buried alive with a colony of talking rats isn’t the glorious death I would’ve hoped for, but I guess it would have
            been an interesting one. At the very least, I’m certain no Fatechaser has ever done it before.”
         

         
         I swallowed hard, remembering the terror sweeping through the city as the monstrous abomination coiled around the glass dome
            overhead. If Vahn had broke through . . . “We should’ve left sooner,” I whispered. A poisonous lump settled in my stomach,
            and I clenched my fists. All those lives, an entire colony of innocent creatures, drowning under sand and beetles . . . I
            felt sick thinking about it.
         

         
         “We can’t know anything, Fateless.” As usual, Kysa’s voice was brutally pragmatic. “We don’t know what happened after we were
            teleported away. The abomination might not have broken through. Perhaps it no longer sensed our presence in the city and left
            to pursue. But there is nothing we can do to change the situation. You warned the Rememberers of the danger, and they accepted
            the risk when they chose to help us. We can only accept their sacrifice and move on.”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t agonize too much over it, Sparrow.” Halek gave me a sympathetic look and a half smile. “Take it from someone who’s spent lots of nights in cheap, rat-infested rooms. Small furry creatures are extraordinarily hard to get rid of, and they’re survivors. Even if that thing did break through, it wouldn’t be able to kill all of them. They’ll scatter into their tunnels and hidey-holes, and reemerge as soon as it’s gone.” 

         
         I nodded. Halek was probably right, but that didn’t make me feel any better. I remembered the pile of jair’oa kits squirming
            against me, their wide-eyed innocence as they watched the world around them. “I hope Meeka’s family is all right,” I said.
            “I didn’t see what happened to him when we teleported away; I wish I could have told him thank you.”
         

         
         “No need to thank Meeka. Meeka didn’t do anything.”

         
         I started. The jair’oa poked his head over Ratuk’s saddle, ears twitching, as he peered down at me. “Meeka!” I exclaimed,
            as Rhyne snorted indignantly and made a tossing motion with his horn. Ratuk stood quietly with his usual stoicism, not even
            seeming to notice his tiny passenger. “What are you doing here?” I continued, and the jair’oa tilted his head, his long tail
            waving. “Did you get teleported with us by mistake?”
         

         
         “Not mistake.” Meeka leaped off Ratuk and landed soundlessly in the sand. “Rememberers sent Meeka with human Fateless,” he
            said. “Said that Meeka must go. Meeka is here on their order.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “To help human Fateless get goddess loom.”

         
         I blinked in surprise. “The Rememberers sent you with me just to make sure I retrieve Maederyss’s loom?

         
         “No.” Meeka rubbed both paws over his nose. “Also here to remind human Fateless of what was promised.”

         
         “Promised?” I glanced at Raithe, who also looked slightly perplexed. “We didn’t promise anything.”

         
         “Not you. Promise that creator king gave to jair’oa.” Meeka raised a hind leg and scratched his ear rapidly before looking
            up at me again. “Meeka will not remember. Meeka will forget. But human Fateless will remember. Human Fateless can make Meeka
            remember why he is here—to bring creator king back by helping destroy other king.”
         

         
         Halek rubbed a hand over his eyes. “Okay, just so I’m following along. You’re saying that the Rememberers sent you with us
            to do two things. One . . .” He held up a single finger. “Help us get the loom. That’s pretty easy to understand. Two . . .”
            The second finger joined the first. “You’re here to remind Sparrow to remind you of your creator king’s promise to the jair’oa, because if we stop the Deathless King, the Rememberers believe that the creator
            king will be able to rise again.”
         

         
         Meeka cocked his head the other way and blinked. “Why does human creature repeat what Meeka already knows?”

         
         “But what about your family?” I asked. “Didn’t they have anything to say about you leaving? Do they know you’ve gone?”

         
         “Meeka not know,” the jair’oa said simply. “Rememberers not say. But Meeka has many siblings.” He sniffed and made a motion
            that was almost a shrug. “They not miss Meeka.”
         

         
         He didn’t appear concerned about the abomination that had been threatening the entire jair’oa population moments ago. Perhaps, now that we were far away from the underground city, he had already forgotten. 

         
         “All right.” Raithe sounded weary. “Then we need to get moving. Namaia is sinking, and the desert is going to get cold. Meeka . . .”
            He paused, as if hesitant to ask the jair’oa a question. “The Rememberers said they would transport us as close to the World
            Scar as they could. Do you know how far away we still are?”
         

         
         “Meeka not Rememberer,” the jair’oa said, making Raithe nod with a barely audible sigh. “Meeka not seen World Scar, so how
            would Meeka know?”
         

         
         “Then we need to move,” Kysa said, and turned her gaze toward the horizon. “We were heading east toward the World Scar before
            all this—I assume that is the direction we need to resume.”
         

         
         We mounted the rock beetles, Raithe sliding in behind me once more. Meeka peered up at us, then gave a magnificent leap from
            the ground, his tiny body sailing effortlessly through the air, and landed on Ratuk’s head. Ratuk gave a snort, and Rhyne
            let out an indignant bellow and even stamped a foot, but the jair’oa settled onto his haunches, ears and tail held high as
            he faced forward. He didn’t seem saddened about leaving his nest and family behind, or worried about the abomination threatening
            his city, or hesitant about joining a group of complete strangers on an impossible quest to defeat a god. He had already moved
            on, his attention on the horizon instead of the past.
         

         
         For a moment, I envied him.

         
         

         Despite what the Rememberers said about “blinking” us close to the edge of their territory, we still hadn’t finished crossing the desert by the end of the day. Only when Namaia had sunk fully behind the horizon, tinting the skies red, did I see the outline of something different ahead of us. 

         
         “There’s the edge of the World Scar,” Raithe murmured as I gazed at the distant line of jagged peaks fading into the sunset.
            “We’re closer than I thought.”
         

         
         “It will still take us a couple of days to get there,” Kysa said, observing the peaks from atop Rhyne’s back. “If those mountains
            are as large as I think they are.” She glanced at Raithe and narrowed her eyes. “Your queen said that the Deathless scoured
            the land clean of all life and made the terrain as inhospitable as they could to prevent anyone from venturing within. What
            does that mean, kahjai? What will we find beyond those mountains?”
         

         
         “Nothing good.” Raithe sighed. “The legends of the World Scar say that the ground is made of liquid fire, the air is poisonous
            to breathe, and that nightmare creatures beyond the imagination roam freely through the land. How much of this is real, I
            don’t know. But I don’t think we’ll be in for a pleasant experience.”
         

         
         “Aw,” Halek said. “And I was having such a good time with the endless barren desert and horrific abomination chasing us down.”

         
         We set up camp with the outline of the World Scar mountains silhouetted against the eastern sky. As Kysa and I took care of the rock beetles, Halek and Raithe set up our only tent. Kysa, in her pragmatic way, had thought to bring a spare, and that was fortunate, as our last tent had been chewed to pieces by beetles and buried beneath the sand. This new tent was a little smaller, but it would provide adequate shelter from the elements, and it was certainly better than nothing when we had to face Demon Hour. 

         
         The desert sand wasn’t the easiest place to build a firepit, but we scraped out a shallow hole and lit a small fire, which
            flickered cheerfully and kept away a bit of the chill.
         

         
         “Brr,” Halek said, wrapping a blanket around himself as he sat down. “I forgot how cold the desert can get at night. Wish
            I had a bottle of Tahveena brandy to warm me up, but I guess I’ll have to be happy with . . .” He peered into the small clay
            pot bubbling in the firepit, wrinkling his nose. “Dried stonebeak soup and gritbread. Again.”
         

         
         “If you would like to go hunting for something different,” Kysa said with just a touch of annoyance in her voice, “feel free
            to do so. But I doubt you’ll find any herds of Tahveena brandy roaming the desert.”
         

         
         “Hey, I’m not complaining.” Halek held up both hands. “I certainly couldn’t hunt down a pair of stonebeaks by myself. I’m
            just pointing out that we’ve had the same meal for three days now, and we haven’t even touched the supplies the iylvahn sent
            with us from Irrikah. Variety is the spice of life, they say.”
         

         
         “ ‘They’ aren’t trying to survive on limited provisions,” Kysa retorted. “The stonebeak jerky will eventually go bad, which
            would be a waste of food and resources. I am trying to make our supplies last as long as they can.” She rose, long black hair
            falling behind her in the cold wind. “Now, if you will excuse me, it is my turn to give the rock beetles their dinner. They never complain about their food.”
         

         
         She strode off, and Halek sighed. “Sadly, I can’t argue with that,” he muttered. “But I think I’ve had all the gritbread I can stomach tonight.” He glanced at the chunk of hard bread in his hand, then looked at Meeka, sitting a few feet away and watching us all curiously. “Here, mouse. Can’t let food go to waste, or Kysa might feed me to the rock beetles. See if you think this is better than those glowing worms or whatever it is you eat.” 

         
         He tossed the bread to the jair’oa, who watched it land in the sand with a thump. Stretching his body forward like a tentative
            cat, the jair’oa sniffed the crust, whiskers twitching, then sneezed and drew back. “Human creature eat this?” he asked, looking
            up at Halek. “This human-creature food?”
         

         
         “I suppose, technically, you can call it that,” Halek said, though he had lowered his voice and was looking to where Kysa
            was fiddling with Rhyne’s saddle. “You won’t starve to death, at least. Though I thought mice liked bread.”
         

         
         “Meeka is not mouse.” Meeka scrubbed his paws over his nose like he was wiping away a foul smell. “Meeka is jair’oa. Jair’oa
            eat star grub.”
         

         
         “Yes, but surely that’s not all you eat,” Halek said.

         
         The jair’oa blinked at him and cocked his head.

         
         “Really?” Halek went on. “You just eat those glowing worms? Why, when there are so many other wonderful things you can consume?”
            He shuddered. “To each their own, I suppose, but if I had a choice between eating a magic worm or a slice of suncake with
            fresh night-cactus berries, you can guess what I would choose.”
         

         
         “Creator king gave jair’oa star grub,” Meeka said, as if it was obvious. “Jair’oa eat star grub. Star grub give life and magic to jair’oa. Not need . . . suncake.” He wrinkled his nose and sneezed again. 

         
         “Dammit,” Halek sighed. “Now I really want suncake.”

         
         I felt Raithe’s silent amusement at my back. Kysa returned, giving Halek a stern look, as if she knew what he’d been saying
            even if she hadn’t heard it. “We should set a watch tonight,” she said, glancing from Halek to Raithe. “I don’t know how far
            we are from the nest, but I do not want that abomination to take us by surprise again. One of us needs to be on guard at all
            times, especially as we get closer to the World Scar.”
         

         
         Raithe nodded. “I’ll take first watch,” he offered, and rose elegantly to his feet. “The rest of you, get some rest. We’ll
            need to move out at suns rise. Sparrow . . .” His piercing gaze went to me, and my stomach fluttered. “If you have nightmares,
            or sense anything wrong at all, come to me.”
         

         
         “What about me?” Halek wondered, not quite able to keep the grin from his face as he gazed up at Raithe. “What if I get night
            terrors and can’t sleep? Will you comfort me too, kahjai?”
         

         
         “No,” Kysa said, before Raithe could say anything. “But I might. With the end of my spear. In your backside.”

         
         “You know, if we were anywhere else, I’d say don’t tempt me with a good time,” Halek drawled, and quickly held up his hands
            as Kysa turned on him, half raising her spear. “Ah! I joke, I joke, please don’t kill me.”
         

         
         Raithe shook his head. My skin suddenly tingled as he touched my back, a brief, gentle caress. “I’ll be close,” he said. “Try
            to get some sleep.”
         

         
         He walked away, and the night was suddenly colder in his absence. After a moment, Kysa walked back toward the rock beetles, leaving me, Halek, and Meeka by the fire. 

         
         I drew my blanket further around myself, then noticed Meeka staring into his pouch. It was hard to tell with the jair’oa’s
            furry facial features, but it looked like he was frowning.
         

         
         “Meeka?” I asked, and his ears twitched. “What’s wrong?”

         
         “Star grubs moving strangely,” the jair’oa replied. Reaching into his pouch, he pulled free a grub. It squirmed weakly in
            his claws, and he wrinkled his nose at it. “Why grubs move strangely?
         

         
         “It looks a little sick,” Halek observed, and Meeka cocked his head at him.

         
         “What ‘sick’ mean?”

         
         “Oh, of course.” Halek rolled his eyes at me. “The favorite magic mice of the king don’t get sick, either.”

         
         “Meeka is not mouse.” Meeka shook the grub in his paws, then shoved it into his mouth, biting down sharply. “Tastes fine.”

         
         Halek made an exaggerated retching sound, then gathered his blanket around him and stood, yawning loudly.

         
         “Well, since I’m likely to get poked awake by a spear in a couple hours, I’m going to sleep,” he announced, glancing at the
            tent sitting a few feet away. A cutting wind blew across the dunes, making the fire flicker, and he shivered. “Brr! Yeah,
            time to go bury myself under a few quilts, I think. And we have to move out at suns rise—that’s not going to be fun.” He stared
            over the fire, his eyes on something at the edge of the darkness. I followed his gaze and saw Raithe’s lean silhouette sitting
            on a rock with his back to us, facing the empty desert. “You know,” Halek mused, “if I were a good person, I would not hope that our kahjai friend just stayed out here and took all the watches himself, so I could stay under my warm blankets and sleep. If I were a good person.” 

         
         The wind moaned, curling around the campsite and making my skin prickle. Halek shivered again and ducked his head. “But, I’m
            not. I’m cold, and I don’t like being cold, so I’m going inside. I’m guessing you’re going to stay out here a bit longer?” he added, looking at me. “Maybe find some other way to keep warm?”
         

         
         His grin was wicked and knowing. I picked up a pebble and threw it at him, and he ducked with a snicker. “Okay, okay, I get
            it. Don’t let me stand in your way. Sweet dreams, Sparrow.”
         

         
         He slipped through the tent flaps and disappeared inside. A little while later, Meeka yawned, showing off a pair of very large
            incisors, scratched an ear, then hopped into the tent behind Halek. His long tail vanished through the crack, and I was truly
            alone.
         

         
         I looked toward Raithe, fighting a war within myself. Truthfully, I was tired. My eyelids were heavy, and exhaustion clawed at the edges of my mind. But I knew what would be waiting for me if I
            dared close my eyes. Screams. Dying. The faces of those I’d known, staring at me in accusation. Because I was Fateless, unraveling
            the destinies of everyone I met.
         

         
         A chill went through me. Wasn’t that what I was trying to do now? Unravel someone’s fate so it wouldn’t get to him? Or was
            I fooling myself that it could be done? It hadn’t worked for Jeran, Vahn, Rala, anyone in the guild. How long would it be,
            before the faces of those closest to me now joined the ones in my dreams?
         

         
         I hesitated a moment longer, then grabbed a forgotten blanket on the ground and rose. The cold breeze ruffled my hair and thrust icy fingers into the folds of my own quilt, as if trying to yank it away. I clasped the edges tighter around myself, set my jaw, and started toward the lone figure sitting on the rock at the edge of the firelight. 

         
         Raithe blinked as I came up to him, looking puzzled and slightly concerned, and something else that I couldn’t quite place.
            Something almost . . . hopeful. “Everything all right, Sparrow?” he asked softly.
         

         
         I nodded. “I just . . .” Wanted to see you? Inwardly, I winced. I couldn’t tell him that; we saw each other every day.
         

         
         “Here,” I said, holding the extra blanket out to him. “I know you’re a deadly kahjai and all, but even you feel the cold.
            And I figured I would . . . come and join you, because I’m probably not going to sleep tonight.”
         

         
         His brow furrowed. “You should try,” he told me in that same soft, concerned voice. “The journey is only going to get harder
            from here. I know the nightmares are frightening, but if you don’t rest, your body is going to start giving out. At the very
            least, you’re going to be exhausted when we reach the World Scar.”
         

         
         “I know, Raithe. But . . .” I lowered my arm, which trembled slightly. “Every time I close my eyes, I see Vahn,” I whispered. “I see myself killing him. Or I see him sacrificing me to the Deathless King. Or I see myself plunging a knife into your heart, because Vahn is in control and I can’t stop myself. And now . . .” My eyes squeezed shut. “Now I see him as a rotting abomination, telling me that it’s my fault that he’s like this. I know that’s what I’m going to face when I go to sleep tonight. Either that or I’ll watch the jair’oa city being buried under a mountain of sand pouring in from overhead. And I’ll see everyone there die, because they met the Fateless by some random chance, and all their stories changed for the worse.” 

         
         I drew in a ragged breath, remembering the abomination that was Vahn slithering over the glass dome, his sightless white eye
            peering down at us. I heard the frightened squeaks and scampers of the jair’oa as they fled around me and, in my mind, I saw
            the glass shatter, spilling death and destruction into the heart of the city.
         

         
         “I might’ve killed an entire colony of adorable sentient rodents,” I muttered, the sarcasm bitter in my throat. “I don’t think
            I can deal with seeing that, tonight.”
         

         
         Raithe reached out and gathered me, blankets and all, into his arms. He drew me close, and I leaned into his warmth. “Stay
            with me, then,” he murmured in my ear. “Keep me company tonight. Maybe I’ll be able to keep the nightmares away for a little
            while.”
         

         
         I relaxed against him, closing my eyes. His heartbeat pulsed in my ears, his presence a barrier against every horror crowding against my mind, clawing at me with bony hands. “I’m scared, Raithe,” I finally confessed in a whisper. “Not of Vahn, or of dying, or even the Deathless King.” I swallowed the lie on my tongue. “Okay, so I’m a little afraid of the Deathless King. But I can’t get what Vahn told me out of my head—that everyone I touch is in danger of having their fate unraveled. The jair’oa saw me, they brought me to their city because they thought I was some sort of sign from their creator god, and I led Vahn right to them. The Scarab Clan tried to help me, and half the tribe got wiped out when Vahn’s undead army attacked.” I clenched a fist in his shirt. “I can’t stop it. I am an agent of chaos, just like he said.” 

         
         “Or . . .” Raithe stroked my back. “Those things all happened because the Deathless King has been trying to kill you,” he
            murmured. “Because he knows how important the Fateless is. You are the only one who can see Maederyss’s loom. You are the
            only one not bound in the prophecy that says a Deathless will slay the goddess of Fate and enslave every soul in the Weave.”
            He gently touched my chin, bringing my attention to him. “What happened with the Scarab Clan and the jair’oa is not on your
            head, Sparrow. The Fateless is an agent of change, not chaos. And the world has to change now. Otherwise, we won’t have much of a world to exist in.”
         

         
         I shivered at the look in his eyes and dropped my gaze. “You’re right,” I said. “The world does need to change. I just wish
            that the fates I unravel would change for the better. Not get infinitely worse.”
         

         
         “They have.” His fingers brushed my cheek and slid into my hair, leaving the softest tingles against my skin. “I can think
            of a few.”
         

         
         I thought of the jair’oa, the Scarab Clan, the crew aboard the strider, all the people I knew in Kovass. Everyone whose lives
            had been turned upside down because they crossed paths with the Fateless. “Whose?”
         

         
         “Mine.”

         
         My heart skipped a beat. Did he know? I looked up and found him smiling down at me; that gentle smile that made my stomach turn wild cartwheels. “If I’d never met you in Kovass that night,” he murmured, framing my face with his hand, “I don’t know what would’ve happened, but . . .” He leaned closer, his eyes and voice very soft. “This is exactly where I want to be. By your side, even if that means facing Deathless Kings, abominations, or an entire kingdom of statues that want to kill us. I don’t care if you’ve changed my fate or unraveled my story—you are my world now. My thread, my destiny, whatever you want to call it, is yours.” 

         
         He kissed me, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, letting the blankets fall to the sand. The wind ruffled my clothes and
            tugged at my hair, but I didn’t feel the cold. I didn’t feel anything but Raithe; his arms, his lips, the steady thud of his
            heart against mine. It still felt surreal, like it was happening to someone else.
         

         
         We drew back, Raithe still smiling down at me. “There,” he murmured, stroking my cheek with his thumb. “Do you think I’ve
            chased the nightmares away tonight?”
         

         
         My heart was still pounding, my insides dancing wildly within. I gazed into his beautiful eyes, the pale blue irises ringed
            by silver, and my longing for him rose up and suffocated everything else.
         

         
         Gathering my courage, I slipped my hands around the back of his head and laced my fingers together, trapping him against me.
            “I think it’s too soon to tell,” I whispered, as his brows arched. “I think we need to test the theory a little more.”
         

         
         “Oh?” He sounded slightly breathless, the desire in his gaze gleaming brighter. “Then tell me—how will I know if I’ve been successful?” 

         
         “I’m sure I’ll figure it out,” I said, and pulled him to me.

         
         He let out a soft groan as our lips met, wrapping his arms around me again, and once more I was enveloped in warmth. I leaned
            up on tiptoe, pressing into him on the rock, as our lips moved together and the wind swirled around us. As always, Raithe
            was gentle, letting me set the pace, keeping his hands against my back, but I wanted more. I dropped my head to softly kiss
            his jawline, and he let out a ragged breath, tilting his head back and making my stomach flutter. Bolstered, I pressed my
            lips to his neck, and he shuddered, hands coming up to grip my shoulders.
         

         
         “Sparrow.” His voice was a breathless whisper as he drew back. “Wait.”

         
         I looked up at him, blinking. His chest heaved, his gaze bright as it met mine, but he took a deep breath and went still.
            “If we keep going,” he said, his gaze both regretful and apologetic, “I’m not going to be able to keep watch very effectively.
            Vahn is still out there, and the last thing I want is for him to get the drop on us like last time.” One hand rose, palm pressing
            against my cheek. “If he shows up, and I’m . . . distracted, even if he doesn’t kill us, Kysa certainly will.”
         

         
         “Oh.” I slumped. Drawing back, I turned, suddenly feeling the chill against my skin. The discarded blankets fluttered around my ankles, and I bent to pick them up. My cheeks burned, a sharp contrast to the cold. He was right, of course. Vahn was actively hunting us. There was no time for foolishness, no time to lower our guards even for a moment. “You’re right,” I told Raithe as I straightened. “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking. I just . . .” The flush in my cheeks spread to my neck, and I winced. “I’m . . . going to try to sleep . . . now. Good night, Raithe.” 

         
         He caught my wrist before I could walk away. “Don’t go,” he said as I turned to look at him. “Come back, Sparrow. Please.”

         
         I stepped toward him, and he sighed. “Do you want to know what you do to me?” he murmured, and the hand that held my own drew
            me forward and placed my palm against his chest, holding it to his heart. I could suddenly feel it racing, loud and fast,
            beneath my fingers.
         

         
         Raithe closed his eyes. “No one else has that effect on me,” he said, as my own heartbeat picked up in response. His eyes
            opened, pale blue and solemn, his gaze piercing my soul. “This is entirely new to me, Sparrow. I haven’t . . . cared for anyone
            like this before.” He brushed a strand of hair from my eyes. “For now, I can only protect you. For now, the mission to find
            the loom takes precedence over everything else. But when it’s over, if I’m still alive, I hope to show you exactly what that
            means.”
         

         
         If I’m still alive.

         
         My throat closed, my heart racing in my ears. If there was one fate I could unravel, I prayed it would be his.

         
         Raithe took the blanket from my arms and wrapped it around my shoulders. “But for now,” he murmured, “I promised you a night
            with no bad dreams, didn’t I.”
         

         
         Before I could answer, he bent and swept me effortlessly into his arms. I bit down a yelp of surprise as he stood, the wind
            tugging at his hair and clothes. “Raithe, what—?”
         

         
         “I told you I would chase the nightmares away.” He lowered us both to the sand. Sitting with his back against the rock, he settled me in his lap and pulled the blankets close around us. “And you said you would keep me company tonight,” he said. “I think this is a suitable compromise.” 

         
         He spoke calmly, but I could hear his heartbeat, still thudding in his chest. I put a hand over it, and his breath hitched.
            “This won’t count as a distraction?” I challenged.
         

         
         “Not . . . as much of a distraction.” He pressed his lips to the top of my hood. “I’ll be right here,” he murmured. “Try to
            get some sleep.”
         

         
         I didn’t think I could sleep. Both my mind and body felt too riled up, pulled in several different directions. But I leaned
            my head against his chest and listened to his heartbeat, the warmth of the blankets and his arms surrounding me. Despite the
            racing of his heart, Raithe’s breaths came slow and easy, a gentle rhythm lulling me to sleep. I gazed up at the sky, at the
            thin crescent moon high overhead, and thought about his words to me. That, when this was over, he would show me what I meant
            to him. I didn’t know if that thrilled or terrified me. Probably both.
         

         
         I didn’t realize my eyes had drifted shut . . . until I looked up and was no longer myself.

         
         

         I was blind. I couldn’t see anything. But I could feel myself sliding through the sand. Grit passed over my scales, through my flesh and bones, disturbing the multitude of tiny creatures writhing through my insides. They were everywhere, in every part of me, squirming against muscle and tendon. In my heart, in my brain, crawling over organ and tooth and bone. Their jaws bit at me, chewing and consuming, piercing my rotting flesh with a million tiny daggers. It was maddening, and I could do nothing about it. I had to find her, the one hidden from me. I couldn’t sense her, couldn’t see her, but I knew the shapes of her companions. Warrior, assassin, insects, fool. They would lead me to her. If I found them, she would be there, too. 

         
         

         I opened my eyes with a gasp.

         
         “Easy.” Raithe leaned in, his voice low and soothing. “I’m here, Sparrow. You’re safe.”

         
         “No.” My heart pounded in my ears. I glanced at the sky and saw that the moon had disappeared, the stars fading. Turning in
            Raithe’s arms, I looked up and met his concerned gaze. “Vahn is coming,” I said, and he straightened. “Right now. He’s hunting
            us—I don’t know how close he is.”
         

         
         Raithe’s lips tightened, and he nodded once. “We need to get moving, then.” Taking my hand, he rose, pulling us both to our
            feet. I shivered in the cold predawn air as the blankets dropped away. “Kysa is already taking care of the rock beetles,”
            Raithe said, tucking the covers under his arm. “I’ll wake Halek and pack the tent. Go see if Ratuk needs you, and let Kysa
            know what’s going on.”
         

         
         I nodded, still shivering, my skin crawling with the memory of a million insects squirming beneath my flesh. Eating me from
            the inside. My stomach roiled, and I clenched my jaw, hugging my arms. If I thought too much about it, I was going to be sick.
         

         
         “Sparrow.” Raithe stepped in front of me, making me blink in surprise and look up at him. His free hand rose and cupped the side of my face. Without warning, he bent down and kissed me, a very gentle, lingering kiss, causing my stomach to spin for an entirely different reason. 

         
         Pulling back, he gave me a slightly pained smile. “I’m sorry I couldn’t keep the nightmares away.”

         
         For just a moment, the fear vanished under the intensity of his gaze. I trailed a hand down his cheek to his neck, making
            him shiver. “I guess you’ll have to try again tomorrow night,” I said.
         

         
         His brows arched slightly, before a hint of a smile spread across his face. “I see.” Bending down, he brought his lips close
            to my ear, his breath feathering over my skin. “I accept the challenge,” he whispered, and placed a light kiss on my cheek
            before turning and walking toward the tent.
         

         
         I clenched my jaw to stop myself from following him. Raithe was right; this was extremely distracting. Even with Vahn coming
            for us and the Loom of Maederyss still waiting to see if I could claim it, it was hard to think of anything but the night
            before. I couldn’t help but feel like something had changed between us.
         

         
         As I walked to where Kysa was moving among the rock beetles, I caught sight of Meeka, perched on a rock and pawing through
            his satchel. The jair’oa’s tail stood straight up as he balanced there, gazing intently into the pouch at his waist. As I
            approached, his ears flattened against his skull.
         

         
         “Meeka?” I asked. “Are you all right? Is something wrong?”

         
         “Meeka is fine.” The jair’oa twitched an ear at me, still gazing into his pouch. “But star grubs still move strangely. Look.”

         
         He pulled out one of the glowing caterpillar things, then set it down on the rock. My insides roiled. The star grub’s glow had almost completely faded, and it lay there, barely moving. I bit my lip at the realization. 

         
         “Are they all like this?” I asked the jair’oa.

         
         “Yes.” He pulled out another and set it on the rock. It rolled over and dropped limply to the sand. “Why star grubs move strangely?”
            he asked, gazing up at me. I winced.
         

         
         “Meeka . . .” I looked from the star grub to the jair’oa, who gazed back guilelessly. “I think they’re dying.”

         
         “Die?”

         
         “Yes.” Gingerly, I knelt and picked up the fallen grub. It lay in my palm, limp and lifeless. I wondered if the intense heat
            of the day followed by the chill of the night had been too much for the grubs, because the one in my hand was definitely dead.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Meeka,” I said, lowering my hand to give the grub’s body back to him. “But I think all your star grubs are going
            to die. Can you . . .” I paused as my stomach churned a little. “Can you still eat them if they’re dead?”
         

         
         The jair’oa’s whiskers curled as it stared at the creature in my palm. Almost defiantly, his paws shot out, grabbed the body,
            and stuffed it into his jaws, biting down as he had all the times before.
         

         
         He trembled, and his ears flattened to his skull again. “No magic,” he whispered. “Star grub has no magic. Magic is gone.”

         
         I remembered what Kysa and Raithe had told me about magic. That all magic required life energy, and that energy had to come from somewhere. The Deathless Kings took it from the world around them, and the ma’jhet performed sacrificial rituals to fuel their spells. The jair’oa, it seemed, took it from every wriggling star grub body they consumed. And if the grubs were dead, the magic was no longer there. 

         
         Which meant Meeka wouldn’t be able to use magic, either. Once his supply ran out, he would be just like the rest of us.

         
         A chill spread through my veins. Did the jair’oa rely on the star grubs to live? Without the magic from their creator king,
            would Meeka’s tiny body shrivel up and blow away like dust in the wind?
         

         
         “Meeka,” I said, “what will happen to you when all the star grubs are gone?”

         
         For the first time, the jair’oa didn’t answer right away. His ears twitched as he sat there, gazing at the star grub still
            moving weakly on the rock with him. “Meeka . . . not know,” he said at last.
         

         
         “Will you be able to eat other things when you run out of grubs?”

         
         “Meeka not know.” Meeka reached down, picked up the dying star grub, and slipped it carefully back into his pouch. “Meeka
            has never been away from nest. Meeka has never eaten anything but star grub.” He paused, the end of his tail swaying back
            and forth. “Meeka not know what to do,” he said at last, and his whiskers trembled. “Rememberers and Meeka’s family back at
            nest, far, far away. Meeka cannot see them. Cannot blink that far.” His ears flattened, and he curled his tail around himself
            and clutched the tip to his chest. “Meeka is alone.”
         

         
         Sympathy swelled in my chest. “You’re not alone,” I told him, sitting beside him on the rock. “You still have us. We’ll figure something out, I promise.” He stared at me with large black eyes, looking so much like a mournful puppy dog, I resisted the urge to pet him between the ears. “Come on,” I told him, and held out a hand. “Let’s go back to the others. I bet Halek will have some sort of crazy scheme that may or may not work. But it’ll be something at least.” He blinked at me, and I smiled. “You’re part of the group now. We’re all in this together.” 

         
         The jair’oa observed me a moment more. Without warning, he sprang up my arm, tiny claws digging into my sleeve, until he reached
            my shoulder. Wrapping his tail around my neck, he settled against me, balanced perfectly and weighing almost nothing at all.
         

         
         “Meeka like this,” he stated. “Can see far. Meeka stay with human Fateless for a while.”

         
         His body was a small, furry warmth against my neck, his whiskers and the tuft of his tail tickling my skin. I gave in to the
            urge and reached up, scratching the jair’oa behind the ears, stroking his soft fur. Thankfully, he didn’t seem to mind.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Seventeen

         
         “So, your magic caterpillars are all dead now?” Halek said, gazing at Meeka, who was still perched on my shoulder. Behind
            him, Kysa stood with Rhyne and Ratuk, the two rock beetles saddled and waiting impatiently to go.
         

         
         “Not all yet,” Meeka answered. “Soon, though. Soon grubs will be . . . dead.”

         
         “I guess I’m trying to understand the problem,” Halek went on, scratching the back of his neck. “A grub is basically an insect.
            If a jair’oa can eat a grub, it can eat other things, right? Plenty of spiders, scorpions, and centipedes live in the desert.
            Have you tried chomping on one of them?”
         

         
         “That is not the problem, Halek.” It was Kysa who answered, stepping away from the rock beetles and looking at Meeka as she
            came forward. “The star grubs are the jair’oa’s source of magic,” she said. “The life they sacrifice to gain power. Once they
            are gone, Meeka will be unable to use that magic. Is this correct?”
         

         
         “Meeka not know,” Meeka said from his perch on my shoulder. His tail beat an agitated rhythm against my collarbone, tickling
            the skin. “But dead grub has no magic. No energy from creator king. Meeka could taste nothing.”
         

         
         “I guess the question is, do you have to consume the star grubs to survive, or can you eat other things?” This was from Raithe, sitting against a rock a few steps away. “You’ll lose your ability to do magic, but staying alive is preferable to the alternative.” 

         
         The jair’oa wrinkled his nose, then slumped against me, ears drooping. “Meeka will try,” he said, sounding glummer than I’d
            ever heard before. “Once star grubs all dead, Meeka will try . . . other things.” He sniffed and bared his front incisors
            in a silent grimace. “Meeka has no choice.”
         

         
         “Hey, it’s not all bad.” Halek grinned at him. “One of the best things about wandering the world is all the different foods
            you encounter. You haven’t really lived until you’ve eaten a slice of fresh honey melon from Tahveena. Or tasted Daggerpoint’s
            famous cactus blossom wine.”
         

         
         He was trying to cheer Meeka up, but the jair’oa settled down on my shoulder, curled his tail tightly around my neck, and
            closed his eyes. I felt bad for him. Halek didn’t understand. It wasn’t about having to eat new things; it was about losing
            something that had been as natural to the jair’oa as breathing. The jair’oa were small, but their ability for magic made them
            unique, even powerful. Without it, they were as vulnerable as any creature living in a harsh, unforgiving world of predators
            and prey. I could understand his fear; I had felt like prey myself on more than one occasion.
         

         
         The chill of the night faded quickly. Even before Solasti had risen fully over the horizon, the air was already shimmering. Against the haze, the World Scar mountains loomed, ominous and threatening. As we got closer and the mountain range became clearer, they resolved themselves into a line of jagged black peaks scraping the sky. For some reason, looking at them sent a shiver crawling up my spine. The sharp, uneven spires didn’t look natural. They looked like they had been forcibly pulled from the ground and dragged into the air, pointed and arranged in the most threatening way possible. 

         
         “They might’ve been,” Raithe said, after I voiced this opinion out loud. “After the Deathless broke the loom, they didn’t
            want anyone finding the missing piece, so they turned the land around it into an inhospitable wasteland. Maybe they were the ones who pulled up the mountains, to further separate the loom from everything.”
         

         
         I shivered. Before the rise of the Deathless King and the fall of Kovass, I would’ve been hard-pressed to believe that. It
            was difficult to imagine anything having that kind of power. Now I wondered what kind of horrific things we would encounter
            once we crossed into the mountains. If the Deathless had made the land impossible to survive, how were we going to get to
            the temple, much less find the loom?
         

         
         Queen Sahmessyia was one of the Deathless who broke Maederyss’s loom and hurled the piece to the earth, I thought. She was here when they changed the land to keep it hidden. In the thousands of years since, did she forget what they did?
               Or does she know exactly what we’re about to face, and didn’t warn us?

         
         I did not voice those thoughts out loud. It wouldn’t have made any difference. I trusted Raithe with my heart, my soul, and
            everything I had. I was not so certain about the queen he served.
         

         
         Demon Hour crept close, and we set up camp, pitching the tent and the shelter for the rock beetles. Ratuk seemed more morose than usual, half-heartedly chewing the sticks I offered and not responding when I scratched his horn. 

         
         “He is missing being able to fly,” Kysa said when I asked the rock beetle what was wrong. She looked up from where she was
            adjusting Rhyne’s saddlebags, and a worried frown crossed her face. “I warned you this might happen. Rock beetles are creatures
            of the land, but also creatures of the air. Flying is how they fight, how they travel, how they push themselves as warriors.”
         

         
         “But he’s injured.” Gazing at Ratuk, I gave him the command to open his wings. He did, revealing that the rip in his membrane
            was still there. It was definitely smaller, so it was healing, but he certainly wouldn’t be able to fly without risking permanent damage. “He’s still hurt,” I said, as Ratuk closed
            his shell again. “If he flies, he could tear the wing further.”
         

         
         “I agree,” Kysa said, nodding. “But he doesn’t understand that.”
         

         
         “What do I do, then?”

         
         “Sadly, aside from getting into a battle, I’m afraid there is nothing we can do.” Kysa gave Ratuk a sympathetic look. “Hopefully,
            he will come out of it, but if his spirit is waning, he will sink further into depression. If he stops eating or starts ignoring
            commands, that is when you should worry.”
         

         
         “I’m already worried, Kysa.” I gazed at Ratuk, a lump growing in my throat. My rock beetle was unhappy, and I didn’t know
            how to help him. “Is there really nothing we can do to cheer him up, even a little?”
         

         
         “Rock beetles require only three things to be content,” Kysa replied. “Food, structure, and battle. They appreciate companionship, but they are warriors at heart. Challenges and battle nourish their spirit like nothing else.” 

         
         “So they’re happiest when they’re eating or getting into a fight.”

         
         “Essentially.” Kysa glanced upward, checking to see where Namaia was in the sky. It was getting unbearably hot, even under
            the rock beetles’ shelter. The sands around us were rippling in the heat. “Come,” she said, stepping away. “We’ve done all
            we can for them now, and Demon Hour is upon us.” She paused, then put a gauntleted hand on my shoulder. “I would not worry
            about your mount too much yet. It takes a great deal to break a rock beetle’s spirit completely, and Ratuk is strong. Once
            we reach the World Scar, I assume things are going to get much more dangerous. Finding a fight there should not be hard.”
         

         
         I grimaced. “I thought getting into fights was something we should try to avoid,” I said. “Especially in a place like the
            World Scar.”
         

         
         “Agreed,” Kysa said amicably. “One should always try to avoid fights. But, as we learned with the kahjai’s land of possessed
            statues, that does not mean we will be successful.”
         

         
         She had me there. I wondered what sort of creatures roamed the boundaries of the World Scar, if anything lived there at all.
            Raithe had said the Deathless had tried to make the land completely inhospitable; did that mean nothing could survive there?
            Or would we discover that they had filled the land with unspeakable monsters, to further make certain nothing would reach
            Maederyss’s loom?
         

         
         As I stepped from beneath the shelter, I was immediately hit with the intense heat of peak Demon Hour, the suns’ rays scorching the top of my head even through my hood. Quickly, I started for the tent, following Kysa across the molten desert sand. Halek was nowhere to be seen; he had likely already retreated inside, but Raithe stood near the entrance, watching us approach. Silently, he pushed back the tent flaps, holding them open so Kysa and I could duck inside. The insect rider did so immediately, giving him a curt nod as she passed. I smiled at him gratefully and retreated into the welcome darkness. 

         
         The inside of the tent was warm enough to cause sweat to trickle down my back, but it was better than being out in the heat
            of Demon Hour. Inside, Halek already sat against one wall, legs crossed and gazing in concern at Meeka. The jair’oa crouched
            in a corner, peering intently into his satchel, which sat on the floor in front of him. His ears were pressed flat against
            his head, and his whiskers were trembling.
         

         
         “Meeka?”

         
         The jair’oa looked up at me with wide black eyes. Without a word, he lifted the satchel and upended it on the floor of the
            tent.
         

         
         A pile of dead grubs tumbled from the pouch, flopping limply to the ground, their glow completely gone.

         
         “Star grubs all dead.” Meeka looked from the pile of insect corpses to me, his eyes black and watery. “Star grubs gone. Magic
            gone.”
         

         
         I knelt beside him. “What does this mean, Meeka?” I asked.

         
         “Meeka still has a little magic.” The jair’oa looked at his paws. “Meeka can blink maybe once, maybe twice. Maybe more. But magic will be used up, and Meeka has no way to get more.” He stared at the grub pile, his tail waving slowly behind him. “Meeka feels strange,” he said. 

         
         Alarm spiked. Was the jair’oa sick, too? Did he have to consume star grubs or he would die? “Strange how?” I asked. “Do you
            feel weak? Does anything hurt?”
         

         
         “No.” The jair’oa shook his head, making his ears flop. “Meeka doesn’t hurt. But Meeka feels . . .” He blinked. “Meeka does
            not know what this is. Meeka feels . . .”
         

         
         “Sad?” Halek offered.

         
         The jair’oa cocked his head at him, then looked at me. “What is sad?”

         
         I blinked. I had no idea how to answer that question. Had the jair’oa never felt sad or scared or anxious before? I remembered
            his seeming indifference to the fate of the nest and his family. Did jair’oa live so much in the moment that nothing fazed
            them?
         

         
         I didn’t know what to say to Meeka’s question. Fortunately, Halek was there. “Well,” the Fatechaser began, “it depends. Has
            something made you feel happiness or joy before? Have you ever been excited about something?”
         

         
         “Meeka has been happy,” the jair’oa said. “Meeka is happy when Meeka finds treasures in buried city. Meeka happy when Meeka
            makes something new, or fixes broken things. Meeka is excited when Meeka uses magic. All make Meeka happy.”
         

         
         Halek nodded. “Being sad is the opposite of that feeling,” he explained. “It’s the absence of joy or happiness. It can make you feel hollow, or empty. It makes you want to cry, which is what humans do when they’re sad. Sometimes, it makes you feel like nothing is right in the world, and you just want to curl up and be alone for a while. Sometimes it makes you order the strongest d’wevryn ale they have, drink yourself into a stupor, and wake up in an alley behind the tavern with your coins missing and all your clothes gone.” He gave a half-painful grimace. “That one probably isn’t applicable here, though.” 

         
         “Meeka not understand last example.” The jair’oa twitched his nose. “But Meeka does feel . . . sad.” He looked at the pile
            of dead grubs again, folding his ears back. “Meeka not know what to do now. How will Meeka survive World Scar lands with no
            magic?”
         

         
         “The same way any of us survive,” Kysa said. “By staying together and depending on each other. A lone warrior is vulnerable,
            but if they have their brothers and sisters around them, they are much harder to defeat.”
         

         
         Meeka blinked. “Brothers and sisters steal Meeka’s food and kick Meeka when sleep,” he said, curling his whiskers in distaste.
            “And break Meeka’s things. Not fight for Meeka, either.”
         

         
         “But we will,” Raithe said quietly.

         
         I nodded. “That’s right—we all have to stick together to make it through the World Scar,” I told the jair’oa. “We’ll protect
            you, even if you don’t have any magic.”
         

         
         He shook his head. “Meeka remember why Meeka is here,” he said. “Not forget yet. Was sent to help human Fateless get goddess loom. Meeka’s magic strong—stronger than other jair’oa. Rememberers know, that is why they told Meeka to go with human creatures. But if Meeka has no magic, Meeka cannot do anything.” He looked at the pile of grubs and curled his whiskers. “Meeka is like dead star grub. No magic. Good for nothing now.” 

         
         “Meeka . . .”

         
         He started gathering up the pile of grubs, not putting them back into his satchel, but holding them in his arms. He moved
            quickly, and in a few seconds, all the larvae had been scooped up.
         

         
         “What are you doing, mouse?” Halek wanted to know.

         
         “Meeka take grubs outside. Bury them.” His muzzle wrinkled in distaste. “Before grubs start melting. Turn slimy.”

         
         “Meeka, wait,” I said as he took a hop toward the tent flaps. “Don’t go yet. It’s peak Demon Hour.”

         
         He twitched an oversize ear at me. “Demon Hour not bother Meeka,” he said, and hopped through the flaps.

         
         The jair’oa’s tail tuft vanished through the cloth, and I sighed. “I hope he’ll be all right.”

         
         Beside me, Raithe smiled. “Sometimes it is the very small who are the best at surviving,” he said, with the briefest of glances
            at me. “Insects, rodents, and dust sparrows will still be here when the rest of us have all faded away. I suspect he is stronger
            than any of us realize.”
         

         
         

         We reached the foot of the peaks just as Namaia was beginning to set. Gazing up at the imposing mountain range, I shivered. The jagged cliffs rose straight into the air and were as sharp and black as obsidian. Pointed spines towered over us, the edges shiny and serrated, looking like you would slice yourself open if you brushed up against them. The entire mountain range virtually bristled with menace, radiating hostility. If I hadn’t had to be here, just seeing those peaks would’ve made me turn around and march back through the endless desert. 

         
         Overhead, the sky had changed, the eye-burning blue-white replaced with ominous black and green clouds. I had seen clouds
            only a few times in my life; rain in Kovass was almost unheard of. Years could pass without a single drop falling from the
            sky, and when rain did fall, it brought the whole city to a standstill, as everyone stopped whatever they were doing to witness
            it.
         

         
         These clouds, swirling sluggishly over the jagged peaks, looked as unnatural and threatening as the rest of the landscape.
            They looked tainted, poisonous, as if any rain that fell from them would burn your skin the moment it hit.
         

         
         “Well, this isn’t very welcoming, is it?” Halek craned his neck back, staring up at the peaks. “The Deathless couldn’t have
            made it any clearer if they had put up signs saying ‘Enter and Die’ or ‘Turn Back Before It’s Too Late.’” He grinned. “Of
            course, that only makes me infinitely more curious about what’s in there.”
         

         
         “Don’t be too eager, Fatechaser,” Raithe warned. “There were thirteen original Deathless, and you’ve already seen the horrors
            a single Deathless can bring to bear.” He waved a hand at the looming peaks. “Imagine what thirteen, working together for
            the first and last time in history, could create.”
         

         
         “Hm, that is a very good and terrifying point, iylvahn,” Halek conceded. “However, since we have to get to the World Scar
            anyway, I choose to be excited about new adventures. It will keep me from being paralyzed with dread until the horrors actually
            start coming for me.”
         

         
         Meeka, who had been curled up on my shoulder, raised his head, whiskers twitching. “Air smells funny,” he said. “Like rotten things.” 

         
         “Oh, and the mouse is already smelling dead things. That’s lovely.”

         
         “Not dead things.” Meeka shook his head. “Rotten things.”

         
         “What’s the difference?”

         
         “Is different.” Meeka pinned his ears back. “Meeka cannot explain it. Air smells rotten, but not like death.”

         
         “It’s sulfur,” Raithe said. He gazed up the peaks, narrowing his eyes. “Or brimstone. I can catch traces of it on the wind.”

         
         “Yes,” Kysa murmured. “That means travel is about to get much harder.”

         
         “Why?” I asked.

         
         Halek grimaced at me. “Because if there’s sulfur, there’s normally . . . Well, ever been to the lands of the magma walkers,
            Sparrow?”
         

         
         “You know I haven’t.” I frowned at him. “Before I met you and Raithe, I’d never left Kovass.”

         
         “Ah, well. I won’t spoil it for you, then.”

         
         We urged the beetles forward, and the open dunes were replaced with claustrophobic gullies of black. As we passed the first jagged spine, I glanced at it and saw myself and Ratuk reflected in the dark, glassy surface, a distorted version of reality. A shiver crawled up my back, making the hairs on my neck stand up. We were walking into a place the Deathless had created themselves, a place where they’d intended that nothing would survive. What would we face beyond these shards? What horrors would we encounter? As if a terrifying spider demon, an undead jackal army, and the soul of my mentor bound into a rotting abomination weren’t horrific enough. 

         
         Overhead, the clouds swirled. I glanced up and saw a flicker of sickly green lightning as an ominous rumble filled the air,
            making me shiver.
         

         
         Halek also cast a worried look at the sky, wrinkling his nose at the threatening clouds. “So, ominous weather patterns aside,
            where is this temple, exactly?” he wondered. “Normally, temples are easy enough to spot, presuming the Deathless didn’t bury
            it or use magic to hide it from outsiders, like a certain city in the middle of a labyrinth.”
         

         
         “Not that I’m aware of,” Raithe said. “The queen said the temple is in the center of the World Scar, and right now we’re just
            at the border.”
         

         
         “Ah, yes. The scab around the wound, I guess you could say.” Halek grinned, and I tried not to think too hard about that description.
            A hot wind blew through the canyon, tugging at my hood, and he coughed. “Oh, and that must be the delightful smell Meeka was
            talking about.”
         

         
         I took a breath, and nearly coughed myself. The air smelled . . . rotten, just like the jair’oa had said. I remembered a time
            when I had found a wild bird nest in the rafters of the guild, with two speckled eggs nestled inside. Unfortunately, they
            must’ve been duds, because when I picked one up, the fragile shell had immediately burst open, spilling a foul yellow liquid
            over my hands. It had smelled very much like the air did right now.
         

         
         “That is definitely sulfur,” Kysa said, ignoring the coughing Fatechaser behind her. “We must be getting close.”

         
         “Close?” Halek made an exaggerated retching noise and sat up. “Close to what?”

         
         As if on cue, we reached the edge of a cliff, the land dropping away before us, and the reason this place was called the World
            Scar became abundantly clear.
         

         
         A sullen black-and-red landscape stretched before us, like an open wound on the surface of the world. Jagged obsidian spikes
            rose from lakes of bubbling magma, the glowing pools covering the entire floor of the valley. There were no roads, no bridges,
            no safe paths across the scarred landscape; just the obsidian spikes and broken chunks of rock lying half submerged in the
            lava. The air was tinged with smoke, and white clouds of steam vented from cracks in the stones, curling into the persistent
            haze. Even from where we stood, I could feel the heat radiating from the valley.
         

         
         Far, far in the distance, perched on what seemed like a ridiculously thin spire rising out of the lava, a looming black temple
            waited, silhouetted against the haze.
         

         
         “Oh, is that all that’s out here,” Halek remarked. “A scary-looking temple in the middle of a lava-filled wasteland. Why did
            the Deathless think this was going to be difficult?”
         

         
         No one laughed. I drew in a slow breath, the air scratching my throat as it went down. It tasted of smoke and ash. “How are
            we going to get across?” I wondered.
         

         
         Kysa gazed down the mountain, surveying the valley with a grim, appraising eye. “There are no paths we can take without having to cross the lava,” she said. “Most of those gaps are far too large to walk across.” 

         
         “Um, just out of curiosity,” Halek wondered, “how high can a rock beetle jump?”

         
         Kysa frowned back at him. “Rock beetles don’t jump,” she said. “They are not crickets. If there is a place they cannot get
            to by walking, they will fly, but they are too heavy to jump more than a few inches. Which is problematic, given the situation
            with Ratuk.”
         

         
         Ratuk suddenly raised his head, as if seeing the valley for the first time. He huffed, tossing his horn, and his carapace
            split open behind the saddle, wings buzzing. My heart jumped in my chest.
         

         
         “I think Ratuk wants to fly,” I said, looking back at the beetle’s wings. “I think he’s saying he can do it.”

         
         Kysa pursed her lips. “He is still injured,” she said doubtfully. “If he pushes himself and makes the injury worse, it might
            cripple him this time. A rock beetle’s wings are their most vulnerable part—if he splits the membrane completely, it will
            never heal.”
         

         
         “I don’t believe we have a choice, Kysa,” Raithe said behind me. “There’s no direct path over the lava. We’ll have to get
            across the gaps somehow. Unless we want to leave Ratuk behind, he’s going to have to fly.”
         

         
         “Maybe if we just do short hops,” I said, as Kysa’s jaw tightened. “We won’t be in the air longer than we have to. If we fly
            from rock to rock, that should be easier for him, right?”
         

         
         She sighed. “I think the iylvahn is right, in that we do not have a choice.”

         
         We made our way down the cliffs, picking our way through the jagged rock, until we stood at the edge of the hellish landscape. Lava churned sluggishly in the pools, and bubbles rose on the surface before vanishing in a pop of molten liquid. The heat radiating off the pools was a near physical thing. As intense as peak Demon Hour, and even more menacing. Demon Hour was always the same. Same time, the same intensity, every day. If you were prepared for its arrival, you weren’t in any real danger. 

         
         The World Scar wouldn’t care if you were prepared for it or not. If you took one wrong step, if you lost your balance, or
            if the rock you were standing on crumbled beneath you, you would die a quick but very painful death. At least, I assumed it
            would be quick. I didn’t have any intention of finding out.
         

         
         “Well,” Halek said cheerfully, after we spent several moments staring at what we’d have to cross in dismay. “I’m absolutely
            terrified about this prospect; what about you guys? I’ve always said I wanted to go back to the warm mud baths of Massa. This
            isn’t quite what I meant, though.”
         

         
         Kysa urged Rhyne forward a few steps, standing up in the saddle to peer over the molten landscape. “Do you see a path forward,
            kahjai?” she asked. “Or at least, the best path we can take without having to be in the air for long?”
         

         
         From my shoulder, Meeka suddenly hopped onto Ratuk’s head. Standing tall on his hind legs, he observed the bubbling landscape,
            whiskers twitching, then sprang off the rock beetle to the ground.
         

         
         “Meeka?” I peered over Ratuk in alarm. “What are you doing?”

         
         “Meeka see way across.” The jair’oa bounced forward a few steps, closer to the lava than I would’ve liked, then gazed up at the rest of us. “Follow Meeka. Meeka show safe path to cross.” 

         
         “Uh, are you sure about this, mouse?” Halek asked, and the jair’oa pinned back his ears. “You know our rock beetles are a
            teensy bit bigger and heavier than you, right?”
         

         
         “Meeka know.” Meeka looked up at me. The glow from the pools behind him cast the edges of his fur in crimson light. “Meeka
            see the way, show human Fateless path to goddess loom. Trust Meeka.”
         

         
         Trust. I clenched a fist in Ratuk’s saddle. This entire journey was about trusting my companions, putting my faith in something
            other than myself.
         

         
         “All right, Meeka,” I said, nodding. “We’ll follow you. Show us the way.”

         
         He bobbed his head, then turned and hopped fearlessly toward the lava pools, tufted tail waving behind him. I took a deep
            breath and patted the rock beetle’s carapace.
         

         
         “Follow Meeka, Ratuk,” I said, and the rock beetle lurched forward, trailing the jair’oa across the broken landscape.

         
         At the edge of the lava pool, Meeka paused, whiskers twitching as he seemed to gauge the leap to the first boulder. Against
            the sprawling backdrop of red and black, he looked extremely tiny. A large lava bubble formed very close to where he was standing
            before it popped in a spray of red liquid. Meeka instantly sprang backward, avoiding the lethal shower, and my heart lodged
            itself somewhere in my throat.
         

         
         “Meeka, are you all right?”

         
         The jair’oa shook himself and vigorously rubbed his whiskers with his paws. “Ground sneaky,” he said, cleaning each whisker as if making sure they were all still there. “Single drop will hurt, so no touch red ground.” He sneezed, shaking his head, then hopped back to the edge of the pool and stood on his toes, peering over the lava. His whiskers curled as he wrinkled his muzzle at the scalding landscape. “Meeka still see path, though. Ground not stop Meeka. This way!” 

         
         And with a magnificent leap, the little jair’oa sprang into the air and soared over the magma like a bird taking flight. The
            lava boiled and popped, almost seeming to reach for him as he arched gracefully over the surface then came down in the center
            of the first large boulder, well away from the magma. Turning, he stood tall on his hind legs and looked back at us, ears
            pricked and waiting.
         

         
         I swallowed hard. There was no way Ratuk could move as athletically as a jair’oa. And if his wings gave out while we were
            hovering over liquid hot magma . . .
         

         
         I tried not to think about that.

         
         “Ratuk,” I whispered, praying I wasn’t sending my beetle—and us—straight to a fiery doom. “Up.”

         
         Ratuk crouched slightly, then his carapace split open, unfurling transparent green wings. I glanced over my shoulder, trying to catch a glimpse of the injured one, but I was too late as the membranes began vibrating, filling the air with the sound of buzzing, and Ratuk rose slowly. He wobbled for a moment, as if remembering how to balance in midair, and my stomach churned painfully as he righted himself. But then he raised his head and shot skyward, the drone of his wings in my ears, and the ground fell away below us. 

         
         “Ratuk!” Quickly, I leaned forward to stop his upward climb. The rock beetle slowed, then hovered, wings moving in a blur
            behind Raithe. For a moment, I gazed out over the World Scar, seeing how sprawling and massive it truly was, lava and shattered
            stone stretching on until they disappeared into the haze. The temple on the spire seemed an unreachable distance away.
         

         
         “Down, Ratuk,” I said, and the rock beetle obeyed, drifting from the air until he landed beside Meeka on the rock. His wings
            slid back beneath his shell, but I turned just in time to catch a glimpse of them before they disappeared. The gash in the
            green membrane of his right wing was still there. Smaller, but still a long way from being fully healed.
         

         
         With another droning of wings, Rhyne descended and hovered in front of me, as there wasn’t enough room on the rock for both
            him and Ratuk. Kysa peered down from his back in stern disapproval. “What happened?” she asked, making me wince. “I thought
            the plan was going to be short flights over the rocks. For a moment, I feared you would go flying off toward the temple yourself.”
         

         
         “Ratuk got excited,” I answered, which did not appease her.

         
         “Control your mount, rider,” she said. “Ratuk is not as headstrong as Rhyne, but he is a rock beetle. You must be the one in charge, for his own well-being. I will not have either of you falling into lava because your mount decided
            he was not going to listen.”
         

         
         Raithe’s arms tightened around me. “Should I dismount, then?” he asked the insect rider, who frowned at him. “If it will make it easier and lighten the load on Ratuk, I can find my way across on foot.” 

         
         “Raithe . . .” I began, but Kysa shook her head.

         
         “It should not matter, kahjai,” she told him. “The beetles are strong enough that a single person’s weight is nothing for
            them. You would have to remove all his gear and supplies for it to make a difference, and we cannot do that now.” Her attention
            shifted back to me, eyes narrowing. “Just follow the plan we spoke of, Fateless—short flights from boulder to boulder. Try
            to be in the air as little as possible. Rhyne and I will be close should you get into trouble.”
         

         
         I nodded. “Okay, Ratuk,” I said, and the beetle flicked an antenna back at me. “Follow Meeka. Meeka . . .” I glanced down
            at the jair’oa, who peered up at us with pricked ears. “Lead on.”
         

         
         The jair’oa bobbed his head, hopped to the edge of the boulder, and, without hesitation, sprang into the air. As before, he
            soared over the lava and came down safely on a second rock, bouncing once as he landed. Ratuk shifted to follow, and I tensed,
            but Raithe leaned in behind me, his lips close to my ear.
         

         
         “Breathe, Sparrow,” he murmured. His warm breath feathered over my skin, making me shiver. “I can feel your tension, and Ratuk
            can as well. Trust your mount. He knows what to do.”
         

         
         I took a furtive breath, forcing myself to relax, and nodded. “All right, Ratuk. Let’s go. Up!”

         
         We followed Meeka across the magma pools, flying swiftly from rock to rock, staying well above the lava. The little jair’oa did seem to know the best path to take, leading us safely across the deadly landscape. The heat radiating from the magma field was unlike anything I’d felt before, even during Demon Hour. It was a heavy, suffocating heat that seemed to press down on us from all sides. The air smelled acrid, and sweat kept running down my face, stinging my eyes along with the smoke. Thankfully, Ratuk seemed to have no trouble navigating the lava field, buzzing over the bubbling magma and landing quickly. Perhaps he could feel something wrong with his wing, or maybe he was just happy to be flying, because he obeyed my commands flawlessly, trailing Meeka across the scarred landscape without hesitation. Rhyne flew close by, landing briefly on the rocks around us, with Kysa’s gaze on us the whole time. 

         
         We were deep in the center of the magma field, and I was just beginning to think we might make it across with no problems,
            when the lava began to stir.
         

         
         For once, Meeka had landed on a shard that was large enough for both rock beetles to stand on. But as Rhyne dropped down and
            landed beside Ratuk, the surface of the magma started to bubble even more furiously than before.
         

         
         “Oh, I don’t like that,” Halek sighed, as a second section of lava swelled, engulfing a smaller boulder beneath the magma.
            Heart pounding, I watched something enormous slide beneath the surface of the lava like a massive fish.
         

         
         “We need to move,” Raithe growled behind me. “Sparrow, get us out of here.”

         
         The lava exploded, sending gouts of molten fire into the air, as something huge and terrible rose out of the lake. A massive worm, covered in plates of obsidian, with a hideous circular mouth ringed with thousands of teeth, towered in the air in front of us. A second surged out of the lava behind us with a high-pitched scream I felt in my bones, and the entire magma field began to boil. 

         
         “Ratuk, up!” I cried, as the first giant worm lunged, its terrible sucking mouth gaping wide. Ratuk leaped off the boulder,
            wings buzzing as he shot away, and the worm crashed mouth first into the rock with an echoing crunch.
         

         
         The lava field erupted with worms. They were suddenly everywhere, a forest of pulsing, writhing tendrils and gnashing teeth.
            Lava rained down from overhead, making Ratuk swerve wildly to avoid being hit. Raithe’s grip on me tightened, and he pulled
            me close, hunching his body over mine as we flew through the sea of lashing worms and falling magma.
         

         
         Raithe jerked against me, a hiss of pain escaping him. Alarm flared, but something struck my leg, and it felt like a dagger
            had been driven into my skin. I clamped down on a shriek, striking my leg with my gloved hand, and liquid magma burned through
            the fabric. Instantly, I stripped off the glove and hurled it away. But my fingers were already red and scalded, and my leg
            felt like it was on fire.
         

         
         The forest of worms seemed to be closing in. Screaming, they lunged for us, forcing Ratuk to dive and swerve wildly. Liquid
            fire rained around us. I bit my lip so hard I tasted blood, expecting another blaze of white-hot agony at any second.
         

         
         A tooth-filled maw curled around a boulder and flew right at us, and Ratuk jerked to the side to avoid it. More droplets fell, landing on Ratuk’s shell, smoldering where they touched, and the beetle shuddered. Another worm rose from the lava right in front of us, its jaws opening like a black hole, a red light blooming from that darkness. 

         
         “Ratuk, up!” I cried again, leaning back, and the rock beetle shot skyward. With a hiss, the worm disgorged a stream of magma
            that seared the air where we had been and splashed down on the rocks.
         

         
         We rose above the pool, and I saw Rhyne bobbing and weaving through the air, Kysa with her spear raised toward the worms that
            lunged at them. Halek was shouting something behind her, but with the screaming worms and hissing lava, I couldn’t hear what
            he was saying.
         

         
         I was so focused on Rhyne, I didn’t see the worm that rose out of the lava right beneath us until it was almost too late.
            Looking down, seeing those jaws of death coming for us, I instantly threw my body weight to the side, causing Ratuk to swerve
            sharply to the left. The worm’s teeth struck Ratuk’s shell as the jaws closed, and the rock beetle plummeted, trying desperately
            to right himself. I saw the spinning magma pool coming at us and leaned backward as far as I could, hoping to steady the rock
            beetle’s free fall.
         

         
         There was a jarring impact as Ratuk landed on one of the boulders harder than we intended, and the jolt threw me halfway over
            the saddle horn. Only Raithe’s firm grip around my waist kept me from being hurled out of the saddle entirely. Ratuk snorted,
            shaking his head, dazed by the sudden stop.
         

         
         Panting, I looked up . . . into the gaping jaws of a worm.

         
         And then Rhyne flew in from the side, slamming his horn into the worm’s head. The huge creature screamed as it was knocked aside, then whipped around and breathed a stream of magma as Rhyne flew away. My heart seized. The lava arc barely missed the rock beetle, but then Rhyne flew upward, above the worm and the stream of fire. 

         
         Three more worms rose out of the lava, splashing magma against the edges of the rock and raining it from the air. They hissed,
            jaws opening as they stared down at us.
         

         
         “Human Fateless!”

         
         Meeka sped toward us, bouncing over rock and magma, his tiny body zipping from side to side to avoid the lava rain. With one
            last leap, he landed on Ratuk’s head, his eyes glowing white as they peered up at me. Above us, the worms screamed and lunged,
            three sets of open maws descending like an avalanche of teeth and flesh.
         

         
         The world went black.
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         I gasped, and the world blinked into focus once more.

         
         Breathing hard, I looked around, trying to see where we were. To our right was a wall of stone with pillars and broken rock
            scattered about the base. To the left, the magma field stretched far below us, the distant forms of the lava worms still writhing
            about in futile rage.
         

         
         “We’re at the temple,” I whispered. Stunned, I glanced at Meeka. The jair’oa still sat on Ratuk’s head, but his eyes were
            closed, and his small body was hunched over, trembling. “Meeka . . . how? I thought your magic was gone.”
         

         
         “Is gone now.” The jair’oa opened his eyes, which had returned to being shiny black, and peered up at me. “No magic left.
            Meeka used last of magic to blink you here.”
         

         
         I blew out a shaky breath. “You didn’t have to do that, Meeka.”

         
         “Meeka made promise.” The jair’oa shook himself and ran both paws over his ears. “Meeka will get human Fateless to goddess
            loom. Lava grub would have eaten Fateless if Meeka didn’t help.”
         

         
         Behind me, Raithe slid out of the saddle and dropped to the ground. He gave a barely audible grunt of pain as he landed, and I looked down in alarm. A coin-size hole adorned the back of his tunic over his shoulder blade, the edges burned and black. I suddenly felt the pain in my own leg and found a similar hole where a drop of liquid fire had landed, searing through my clothes. Thankfully, the wound was small, though it still throbbed like a knife had been jammed into me. 

         
         “Rhyne is coming in,” Raithe muttered, gazing at the sky. His tone was a warning. “Something is wrong, though. I think he
            might’ve been hit by one of the worms.”
         

         
         No.

         
         I dropped out of the saddle and gave Ratuk a quick inspection. There were several tiny black spots in his carapace where droplets
            had hit him but, thankfully, no major injuries.
         

         
         All of that was forgotten as Rhyne landed on the platform with a frantic buzzing of wings. My stomach curled as I turned toward
            him. Half the beetle’s carapace was scorched black, with charred bits of shell peeling off, and worse, Kysa was slumped in
            the saddle, one arm curled into her body.
         

         
         I hurried toward them, as Halek and Raithe worked together to gently lower the insect rider to the ground. Rhyne was extremely
            agitated, snorting and tossing his head, as Raithe pulled Kysa from the saddle and sank to the ground with her.
         

         
         My heart dropped. The insect rider’s entire left arm was burned, smoke curling from melted armor. Kysa’s face was white with
            agony, her jaw clenched, as Raithe released the armor piece and removed it as carefully as he could. The armor sleeve came
            away, revealing charred red skin stretching from her wrist to halfway up her shoulder.
         

         
         Horror filled me. “Kysa . . .”

         
         “Apologies, Fateless.” Kysa’s voice was stiff, forcing the words out around the agony she had to be feeling. “I was careless. The armor took most of the damage but still . . .” She gritted her teeth, her other fist clenching at her side. “I don’t think I will be fighting anytime soon.” 

         
         “Halek,” Raithe said, scanning the terrible wound with a grim, practiced eye. “There are bandages and gauze in Rhyne’s saddlebags.
            Sparrow,” he added as Halek nodded and immediately began rummaging through the supplies. “We still have several of the pain
            potions from Irrikah.”
         

         
         “Do not waste pain potions on me,” Kysa gritted out as I returned with a vial of milky white liquid. “This was my mistake.
            As a warrior, I must live with the consequences of my actions.”
         

         
         Raithe put a hand on her noninjured arm, his gaze intense. “It is not a mistake to save the lives of your teammates,” he told
            her. “Sparrow and I would have died were it not for you and Rhyne. If easing your pain means getting you back on your feet
            sooner, I would much rather have you at my side in battle than not.”
         

         
         She glared at him a moment, then sighed. “You make a good point, kahjai,” she admitted. “It almost makes me forget that you
            are the servant of a Deathless.” Raithe didn’t answer, and Kysa closed her eyes, breathing hard. “I am tired of this,” she
            whispered at last, opening her eyes. “This wound will not kill me. I will survive, and I will keep fighting to end the threat
            of the Deathless. But were I to fall, kahjai,” she went on, staring directly at Raithe, “I need to be certain that you will
            continue our task—to protect the Fateless until she stands before the king.”
         

         
         “You already know my feelings for Sparrow,” Raithe said in a very soft voice, making my insides turn wildly. “I regret to admit that I have ignored your advice regarding the matter.” 

         
         Kysa, even through the pain, managed an exasperated chuckle. “It might shock you to learn this, but that comes as no surprise,
            iylvahn,” she said. She glanced at me, a half smile curling one corner of her lip. “The two of you are about as subtle as
            a pair of courting stonebeaks.
         

         
         “I know you will stand with her when she goes to face one Deathless,” Kysa went on, turning back to Raithe. “But what of the other? What if she must become an enemy of both? What
            happens if the Deathless queen decides that the Fateless holds too much power and is too much of a risk to her own kingdom?
            What will you do then?”
         

         
         Raithe didn’t answer for a long time. I was frozen, unable to move, barely able to breathe. Kysa, in her straightforward,
            pragmatic way, was forcing Raithe to make the choice that terrified me. If the time came, who would he stand with? Me—a girl
            he’d known for only a short while—or the immortal queen he had served for hundreds of years?
         

         
         The iylvahn finally took a quiet breath. “If that happens,” Raithe said slowly, “then . . . I will die. The queen holds the
            threads of all iylvahn in her hands. All it would take is a thought, and I would be nothing but dust.
         

         
         “But . . . to answer your question,” Raithe went on, his words coming a little more haltingly now. “Were the Fateless to become
            an enemy of the queen, and I had to make a choice . . . In that one instant before I was killed . . . my choice would be with
            Sparrow.”
         

         
         My vision blurred. Relief and terror swelled within me like a storm, tearing at my insides. He had chosen me. I had desperately hoped he would, but at the same time, if the queen did turn against us, I would lose him either way. 

         
         Kysa sighed, leaning back against the rock again. A look of reluctant approval and regret crossed her face as she gave Raithe
            a nod. “I’ve misjudged you, kahjai,” she muttered. “My hatred for the Deathless might have blinded me until now. For that,
            you have my apologies. I would . . . be proud to stand with you against the Deathless, whichever one we must face.”
         

         
         Raithe shook his head. “It doesn’t matter, Kysa,” he said, though I could hear the relief in his voice. Turning, he held out
            a hand to me, and I snapped myself out of my daze to hand him the potion. He gave me a brief smile before turning back to
            the insect rider. “What matters now is getting you back on your feet. We’re going to need you with us when we face the Deathless
            King.”
         

         
         “I doubt that, kahjai,” Kysa said. “One warrior will not be able to turn the tide against a Deathless.” She reached out with
            her other arm and took the vial from his fingers. “But I appreciate the thought.” She glanced in my direction, then at the
            temple behind us. “We waste time here. You and Sparrow need to get to the loom. The Deathless King will not wait, and neither
            will the abomination that is still hunting us. I . . . cannot help you now. I will only slow you down.”
         

         
         “Kysa, we’re not going to leave you here alone.”

         
         Halek stepped forward, carrying several rolls of gauze, and sank to his knees on her other side. For once, his face was dead
            serious as he looked at Raithe. “I’ll stay with her,” he said.
         

         
         “Halek . . .”

         
         He met my gaze, blue eyes intense. “This isn’t our story, Fateless,” he said. “But Kysa is right—you need to reach the loom.
            Don’t worry about us too much.” A smile quirked his mouth. “I’m not convinced our fate is to die on the steps to the temple
            of the Deathless. That would be a very anticlimactic end to our story. So, get going.” He jerked his head toward the temple
            steps. “We’ll see you again when you have the power of a goddess, and then I’m sure things will get even more interesting.”
         

         
         “Sparrow.” Kysa’s voice stopped me from responding. “Before you go, will you check on Rhyne for me?” the insect rider asked.
            “I wasn’t able to see the severity of his wounds. If he is injured, I need to know how badly.” She paused and moment, then
            added, “It would be prudent to check Ratuk as well . . . to see if his wing has been permanently damaged.”
         

         
         I nodded. Heart in my throat, I went to the rock beetles. Both stood beneath a crumbling stone overhang, heads down as they
            huddled together. Rhyne snorted and tossed his head as I approached, agitated and impatient. I reached up and put a hand on
            his carapace.
         

         
         “Easy, Rhyne,” I whispered, as the rock beetle huffed, turning a shiny black eye on me. “She’ll be all right, I promise.”
            He snorted again, but seemed to calm slightly. I rubbed his carapace, wincing as bits of it flaked off like ash beneath my
            palm. But the shell was still whole beneath the charred exterior. I shook my head and patted his horn, and he rumbled in approval.
         

         
         “You are the toughest beetle in Arkyennah,” I told him. “Kysa is lucky to have you.”

         
         He tossed his head once more, as if telling me he already knew that. I smiled and moved on to my own beetle.

         
         “Hey, Ratuk,” I whispered, pressing my forehead against the base of his horn. “You were amazing back there. I’m sorry I couldn’t
            let you fly sooner.”
         

         
         He nudged me gently. I scratched his chin and pulled back to look at him, examining the many small burns that speckled his
            carapace. Much like Rhyne’s, they seemed to be surface level, bits of shell flaking off and drifting to the ground when I
            rubbed at them. Fearfully, I gave the command to open his wings, and he did, extending the transparent green membranes out
            to either side.
         

         
         I blew out a breath of relief. The gash in his wing was still there, but it was only a little larger than before. Miraculously,
            he had made it through that hellish obstacle course, dodging lava and giant worms trying to kill us, without tearing it completely.
         

         
         “You’re a champion, Ratuk,” I told him, taking a step back. “Stay here. You too, Rhyne. Protect Kysa and Halek. I’ll be back
            soon.”
         

         
         Ratuk gave a soft rumble. Rhyne snorted in disapproval but didn’t follow as I walked back to Kysa and Halek. The insect rider still lay against the rock, but her eyes were closed, one arm draped over her stomach, which rose and fell with shallow breaths. Halek was studiously bandaging her injured arm, wrapping gauze around the terrible burns on her skin. He didn’t notice as I approached, his focus entirely on the insect rider. In the Fatechaser’s gaze, I saw concern, sympathy . . . and something I couldn’t place. He didn’t look up as my shadow fell over them, but Kysa’s eyes fluttered open, fixing on me. 

         
         “The beetles?”

         
         “They’re both fine,” I told her, and she nodded, sinking back against the rock.

         
         “Go, then,” she said shortly. “We will join you if we’re able, but you need to finish this quest, Fateless. Do not come back
            until you have the loom.”
         

         
         With one final look at the pair, the grievously injured yet proud insect rider and the Fatechaser wearing an expression I
            had never seen on him before, I turned and walked toward the temple of the Deathless Kings.
         

         
         Raithe waited for me at the foot of the stairs with Meeka perched on his shoulder, that tufted tail beating an impatient rhythm
            against the iylvahn’s collarbone.
         

         
         “Meeka? You’re coming too?”

         
         The jair’oa twitched his whiskers at me. “Meeka promised Meeka would guide Fateless to goddess loom,” he said, sounding slightly
            offended. “Fateless not at loom yet.”
         

         
         “All right, then.” I looked at Raithe, who gazed at me with that unreadable expression on his face. “I’m ready. Let’s get
            on with this.”
         

         
         Together, we walked up the shattered steps, ducked through the crumbling archway at the top . . . and entered the temple of
            the Deathless Kings.
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         The walls of the temple were black. Much like the obsidian shards we had passed through, they were dark, shiny, and slightly
            jagged, stretching up to a Void-black ceiling overhead. The edges caught my sleeves when I brushed against them. Shattered
            black pillars lined the floor, and half-broken statues sat in alcoves along the walls. None of the statues were recognizable,
            but I got the feeling that these were the visages of the Deathless rulers who had created this place.
         

         
         Our distorted reflections stared back at us from the walls as we ventured farther into the maze-like corridors, our steps
            echoing softly on the hard stones.
         

         
         “Wait.” Meeka raised his head, ears twitching. Raithe stopped, and the jair’oa stood tall on his shoulder, motionless except
            for the rotating ears. “Meeka hear something,” he said quietly. “Strange noises. Not natural.”
         

         
         Abruptly, he leaped from Raithe’s shoulder and landed with a barely audible thump on the ground. “Wait here,” he told us,
            glancing back. “Meeka go check it out, see what is making noise.”
         

         
         “Meeka, it’s dangerous to go by yourself,” I said. “Let us come with you.”

         
         The jair’oa shook his head. “More dangerous for humans,” he told me. “Human come, things see human. Meeka small. No one see Meeka. No one notice Meeka. Meeka be in and out before things realize Meeka is there.” He took a hopping step toward the corridor, then turned to glare at us. “Stay,” he ordered, pinning back his ears with a look that one would give a disobedient puppy. “Humans not move. Meeka be right back.” 

         
         He scampered into the dark hallway, vanishing almost immediately behind a pile of rubble. Silence descended, and Raithe and
            I were alone.
         

         
         I snuck a peek at him. He stood there for a moment, then walked to an alcove and leaned against it with his arms crossed.
            His hood was up, and he blended perfectly into the wall with the line of broken statues. If you didn’t know he was there,
            you could easily walk right past him without realizing he was alive.
         

         
         “You keep looking at me like you want to ask me something.” I jumped as his quiet voice broke the stillness. I felt his gaze
            on me, though his eyes were still hidden in shadow.
         

         
         I swallowed. “I didn’t think this was a good time.”

         
         He held out a hand, beckoning me to him. “The path ahead is going to be dangerous,” he murmured as I stepped forward. “We
            probably won’t have another chance to talk before we reach the loom.” I placed my hand in his, and his fingers curled around
            mine as he drew me forward. “So whatever you want to know, ask me now.” The hint of a wry smile lightened his eyes. “I’m guessing
            this has something to do with what I told Kysa.”
         

         
         I hesitated, then took a furtive breath. “What you said,” I began, “about the queen, and the iylvahn. Could she really . . . ?”

         
         He gave a solemn nod. “No one can stand against a Deathless, Sparrow,” he said. “But the queen and the iylvahn are even more connected. Our lives are bound to her. She takes a small portion of her power from all of us, and in return, she’s made Irrikah into the city you saw at the center of the labyrinth. But . . . yes. If she willed it, she could snuff out my life in a heartbeat.” 

         
         Horror, fear, and desperation clutched at my heart with icy fingers. “And you would still . . . ?”

         
         His eyes went very soft. Reaching out, he drew me even closer and ran a gentle hand over my cheek. “I would,” he whispered.
            “Every single time.”
         

         
         No. I couldn’t let him do that. It was selfish of me to continue. If the queen knew, if she found out about me and Raithe, what
            would she do to him? Would I watch him turn to dust in front of me? What if she tortured him, made him suffer? “We can’t keep
            doing this,” I whispered, though I couldn’t quite make myself pull back. “Kahjai aren’t allowed to have attachments.”
         

         
         He froze, the hand on my arm and the palm touching my cheek not moving. “Who told you that?” he asked quietly.

         
         I shivered. He didn’t sound angry or upset, just puzzled. “The queen,” I admitted, finally looking at him. “She told me to
            never trust my heart to a kahjai, because you’re forbidden from forming any type of relationship. You have to be focused and
            on guard constantly, so you can’t have any attachments.” His jaw tightened, and my heart sank. “Is that true?” I asked.
         

         
         He blew out a long breath, closing his eyes. “Yes,” he finally admitted, and my insides squeezed painfully. “That is true. But, Sparrow . . .” His eyes opened, his knuckles once again brushing my skin as he gazed down at me. “We might be forbidden from having relationships while we’re still kahjai, but that doesn’t mean we’re not allowed to leave the Order once we find our soul-bound.” 

         
         I blinked in confusion. “What does that mean?”

         
         “In iylvahn culture,” he murmured, “we believe that we have one person—one soul—who is destined for us. And that once we find
            them, those two threads tangle with each other and become one. Even if one thread is cut, once it’s woven back into the Tapestry,
            it will instinctively search for the other. Sometimes we don’t find them in a single lifetime. But when we do, our threads
            are woven together, and only death can break them apart.
         

         
         “So, finding our soul-bound is a very serious thing in iylvahn society,” Raithe went on. “Perhaps the most important thing
            that will ever happen to us. Even the Order recognizes that. Once a kahjai finds their soul-bound, they are expected to leave
            the ranks and find a new purpose. Another kahjai is chosen to replace them, and the former is given well wishes with no malice
            or resentment. Every iylvahn recognizes how precious the connection is, and no one, not even the queen, will attempt to keep
            two soul-bound apart.”
         

         
         Except for us, I guess. “Why would she say that to me, then?” I asked. “She could have told me about the soul-bound thing, and that the Order would
            let you go if you found yours. But she made me believe that you weren’t allowed to form attachments at all.”
         

         
         Raithe sighed. “Because she doesn’t want either of us dis-tracted,” he said. “We’re trying to do the impossible, Sparrow—we’re attempting to defy prophecy. Think about what that means. The future is balanced on a thread right now, and one tiny mistake could mean the end of everything.” He shook his head with a smile. “Kysa was right—there are few things more distracting than falling for someone and worrying about the welfare of one individual soul.” Gently, he stroked the side of my head, running those long fingers through my hair. “Unfortunately, it’s too late for me. I am very thoroughly distracted.” 

         
         “But you’re still a kahjai, Raithe. Technically, you’re not supposed to be doing this.”

         
         “I admit, I am breaking the rules a little,” he admitted. Lowering his head, he drew me closer, his words a low thrum in my
            ears. “But I’m hoping the queen will forgive this small transgression if it means we put an end to the Deathless King.”
         

         
         “And if she doesn’t? If she kills you instead?”

         
         “Then I will look for you in my next life,” Raithe whispered. And before I could say anything else, he leaned in and touched
            his lips to mine. A tingling, gentle caress. My eyes closed, and I slid my arms around his neck.
         

         
         Maederyss help me. I cannot lose him. Even if the queen decides to end his life, I won’t allow it. I will fight the Deathless, the
               gods, and Fate itself to keep him here.

         
         “Humans!”

         
         The patter of paws on stone interrupted us. Raithe pulled back as Meeka scampered toward us and slid to a stop a few feet
            away.
         

         
         “Things ahead,” he announced. His tail bristled, and the fur along his back stood up like that of an angry sand cat. “Many
            things. Dead things. Humans must be careful. Many dead things roam halls. Smell rotten.” He wrinkled his nose.
         

         
         “Dead things,” Raithe repeated. “Human or monster?”

         
         “Not human. Not monster, either.” Meeka twitched his ears and looked back at the corridor. “Large dead things. Carry swords and shields. But not human.” 

         
         I frowned. “I don’t understand, Meeka.”

         
         His tail lashed, and he leaped onto my shoulder. “Meeka will show you.”

         
         Carefully, we ventured into the temple halls. Meeka was tense, his tail curled tightly around my neck. The corridors loomed
            around us, black walls radiating heat as the shadows closed over us. Dust, smoke, and the smell of sulfur mingled, scratching
            my throat as we continued down the pitch-black hallways.
         

         
         A low, scraping raised the hairs on the back of my neck. A hollow thud, like the sound of a heavy footstep, followed, and
            the smell of death wafted into the corridor.
         

         
         Meeka’s claws dug into my skin, and I froze. “Sparrow,” Raithe whispered behind me. “Over here.”

         
         I quickly joined the iylvahn behind a broken section of wall, pressing myself into the hot stones. Raithe wrapped an arm around
            my waist, and we gazed at the end of the corridor.
         

         
         The scraping and heavy footfalls continued, getting closer, until something huge and terrible lurched into view.

         
         I dug my fingers into Raithe’s arm, and Meeka huddled down on my shoulder, ears flat to his skull. The creature standing at
            the break in the corridor was over nine feet tall, huge and shaggy, decayed flesh and bone poking through its rotting armor.
            It had the body of a massive human, but the bleached skull of a bull. An enormous two-headed axe was held in one giant claw,
            dragging along the floor.
         

         
         The undead bull creature gazed sightlessly down the hallway. Raithe, Meeka, and I didn’t move. Finally, the terrible creature turned and continued walking, the hollow clump of its hooves and the scrape of its axe grating in my ears until it finally faded into the darkness. 

         
         Meeka uncoiled and shook himself vigorously as if flinging away the tension. “Now humans understand?” he asked.

         
         “The Tauryss,” Raithe said. “They were a race of giants from the beginning age of the Deathless. But their kind went extinct
            thousands of years ago. I guess the Deathless left them here to guard the loom.”
         

         
         I shivered as Raithe let me go. “Well, they certainly love to use giant dead things to populate their temples, don’t they?”
            I muttered. “Do you think there’s only one, or are there more?”
         

         
         “More,” Meeka said. “Many. Many dead things walking around. Sometimes bump into each other. But keep walking, around and around.”

         
         “We’ll have to be careful, then.” Raithe walked to the end of the corridor, making no sound over the stones. “Avoiding them
            would be best, of course.” He pressed his back to the wall and peered around the corner. “It’s clear,” he murmured. “Let’s
            go.”
         

         
         We made our way through the dark corridors, listening for the sounds of heavy footsteps or the scrape of iron on stone.

         
         “This isn’t just a temple,” I whispered after several minutes of walking through endless narrow hallways. “It’s a maze.”

         
         “Yes,” Raithe agreed, gazing down another twisting path. “I’m surprised we haven’t had to deal with worse things yet, but maybe having the Fateless with us is a shield against whatever the Deathless put here.” 

         
         I caught a shimmer of white from the corner of my eye. Whirling around, I saw something pale and ghostly vanish behind a wall,
            and my stomach dropped.
         

         
         On my shoulder, Meeka gave me a curious look. “Why human turn around?”

         
         “Did you see that?” I whispered, as Raithe stopped as well, his expression concerned as he looked back. “I thought I saw . . .
            something following us.”
         

         
         The jair’oa twitched his large ears and cocked his head. “Meeka not see anything.”

         
         Fateless. You have come.

         
         A chill crept up my back. The whisper seemed to emanate from the walls and floors of the temple itself. Neither Raithe nor
            Meeka reacted to the sudden voice, both still gazing at me.
         

         
         “I take it you two didn’t hear that, either.” I grimaced and rubbed at my temple. “Am I the only one hearing voices in the
            walls?”
         

         
         “Human acting strange.” Meeka shook his head and leaped to the floor, then turned to peer up at me. “Meeka not hear voices.
            Meeka not see things following.” His ears twitched, then pricked in my direction. “Human eat bad food?”
         

         
         Raithe stepped forward, holding out his hand. I took it and let him pull me close. “What did it say?” he asked, worry shadowing
            his eyes.
         

         
         “It knows I’m here,” I answered, grateful that he wasn’t questioning me. “I don’t know what it wants. If it wants anything. But something here is aware of my presence.” 

         
         Raithe nodded. “We can only press on,” he said. “If it’s aware of us, it will either try to stop us or not, but we should
            be careful. And be wary of anything strange.”
         

         
         “Everything here strange,” Meeka said.

         
         I had to smile at that. But then the heavy thud of hooves sounded behind us, making Raithe tense and Meeka leap to my shoulder
            again. We hurried away as quietly as we could, ducking into another passage.
         

         
         I followed closely behind Raithe as he led us through the labyrinth. The iylvahn seemed to have an uncanny sense of direction,
            not to mention knowing where the Tauryss creatures were just by sound. He held up a hand, bringing us to a halt in another
            corridor. Ahead, the ground shook with footfalls, and the huge, decaying bull creature lumbered into view. I pressed close
            to Raithe, waiting for the monster to pass, and felt a chill against my back. Not the creepy sensation of something watching
            me, an actual coldness that made my exposed skin prickle. Again, neither Raithe nor Meeka seemed to feel it.
         

         
         I turned . . . and came face-to-face with a ghostly figure not two feet from me, its eyes hollow black pits. Strange white
            threads drifted around it like spiderwebs, trailing off its body until they faded away into tendrils of mist.
         

         
         Every muscle in my body seized. I couldn’t move, or I would alert the monster at the end of the corridor. On my shoulder, Meeka tensed, but it was a response to my own reaction. I stared at the figure, my breath coiling into the air in front of me, unable to look away. 

         
         The figure stared back at me . . . then lunged right through my body.

         
         I jerked back with a yelp, hitting the wall of the corridor. An image blinked through my mind: an enormous tree in the center
            of a chamber, roots splitting solid rock as it rose into the air, branches spread to block out the open ceiling. The gnarled
            trunk, roots, limbs, and leaves were wrapped in hair-thin tendrils that waved and thrashed about, as if seeking to snare whatever
            came close. Something dark lurked in the same room, a massive presence I couldn’t see, but I sensed boiling anger and power
            as if they were physical things.
         

         
         I blinked . . . and was in the corridor again with Raithe and Meeka as a terrifying bellow shook the air and the bull creature
            charged.
         

         
         “Run,” Raithe growled, and Meeka leaped off my shoulder. We fled, charging down the passage the way we’d come, the ground
            trembling as the monster pursued. I glanced back once and regretted it immediately, seeing the undead creature’s entire body
            fill the corridor, horns lowered to ram us into the stones. If we stood and fought, that much momentum would be like trying
            to stop a runaway oxen cart, and there was no room in the narrow passage to dodge out of the way. So we ran, ducking around
            corners and into adjacent corridors, trying to break the line of sight long enough to escape.
         

         
         With a roar, a second bull creature lunged out of an adjoining passage, smashing at us with a bony fist. Raithe ducked beneath its arm, and I dodged aside as the hand crushed the stones beneath it, shaking the floor. 

         
         “Sparrow, here!” Raithe ducked around a corner, then flattened himself to the wall. I followed his example, hearing the snorting
            of the monster behind me as it charged recklessly around the corner. It continued past us, brushing so close I could smell
            the sickly stench of decay that clung to it, see the bones and raw muscle poking through its fur. As soon as it passed, Raithe
            doubled back the way we’d come. I followed, listening to see if the Tauryss turned around. But its footsteps continued away
            from us in the maze.
         

         
         “Are you all right?” Raithe’s voice was hushed. I nodded, and he stepped closer, one hand coming up to cup the side of my
            head. “What happened?”
         

         
         “I . . . saw something again,” I told him. “In the passage with us. Some kind of wraith or spirit. It showed me something.”

         
         Meeka hopped up, swiveling his ears curiously. “When see spirit? Meeka saw nothing.” He shook himself and rubbed his paws
            over his nose. “Felt cold, though.”
         

         
         “There’s another chamber,” I went on, as the jair’oa leaped to my shoulder again. “Somewhere farther inside the temple, I
            think. There was . . . a tree. It was covered in webbing or threads or something. There was something else in the room, too,
            a presence, but I couldn’t see what it was.”
         

         
         “A tree?” Raithe looked puzzled. But before he could say anything, the ghostly image drifted right through the wall farther
            down the corridor. It stared at me for a moment, then floated down another passage and out of sight.
         

         
         I breathed deeply and nodded. “Okay,” I whispered. “Right. I think I know where to go.”

         
         Once more, we ventured into the maze. I led this time, searching for ghostly shimmers as we navigated the obsidian halls.
            I still heard the clunks and scrapes of the Tauryss as they combed the labyrinth for us, and several times we had to pause
            or duck into another corridor to let the rotting creatures shamble past. Twice, I had to stop at an intersection of the maze
            and decide which way to go. But each time, I caught sight of the figure, shimmering into existence for just a moment, and
            I hurried to follow.
         

         
         We turned one last corner, and the narrow, claustrophobic walls of the maze suddenly opened into a large, circular room. Shattered
            pillars, plinths, and statues lay scattered around the chamber, turning the room into a forest of crumbling stone and forgotten
            heroes. The chamber was nearly pitch-black; only a few guttering lanterns flickered in the gloom, their light a ghostly blue
            instead of orange. The eerie luminance cast the jagged remains of statues in an ethereal light.
         

         
         “This must be the center of the labyrinth,” Raithe murmured beside me. “Is this the chamber you saw in your vision, Sparrow?”

         
         “No,” I whispered back. “The room I saw was . . . full of light and much bigger than this. And there was this huge, web-covered
            tree in the center.”
         

         
         Sitting on Raithe’s shoulder now, Meeka twitched his ears. “Meeka not like this place,” he said quietly. “Smells funny. Like
            bones.”
         

         
         Well, that was disconcerting. But just as I was about to say so, I caught a ghostly shimmer of white in the chamber. It could have been a lantern reflecting off the pale statues and broken pillars around the room, but I knew it was not. 

         
         “Come on,” I said. “Whatever we’re looking for, it’s somewhere in there.”

         
         We slipped into the chamber, which was eerily silent as we made our way around statues and over dusty pillars. Even the scraping
            and shuffles of the Tauryss outside didn’t seem to penetrate the absolute stillness of the room.
         

         
         “What are we looking for, Sparrow?” Raithe asked, his voice hushed in the eerie, almost palpable silence. I winced.

         
         “I don’t know, exactly,” I whispered back. “A room and a tree. Maybe a door?”

         
         “No tree here,” Meeka observed, gazing at the statues around us. “No doors, either. Sure Fateless is in right place?”

         
         “I don’t . . .” I began, but then stopped, terror freezing the words in my throat.

         
         We had reached the center of the room. I could tell because of the large square dais surrounded by broken statues, a flight
            of shattered stairs leading up to the platform. Sprawled on that platform, gleaming in the lantern’s glow, was a massive skeleton.
            It was not a human skeleton. The enormous, grinning skull of a bull stared down with empty eye sockets, huge, sweeping horns
            framing the sides of its face. In life, it must have been over fourteen feet tall, almost twice the size of the undead Tauryss
            roaming the maze. The skeletal body had a few dark patches of fur clinging to its arms and shoulders, but was otherwise stripped
            clean of flesh and cloth. An immense, rusty axe lay near one giant bony hand.
         

         
         “Oh,” Meeka said in a small voice. “Bones. Meeka not wrong.”

         
         A sigh went through the room, smelling of dust and grave dirt. And, on the platform, the monstrous skeleton stirred. Green
            flames lit its eye sockets, the skull lifted, and the huge undead rose to its terrible, horrifying height. The axe scraped
            over the ground as the creature picked it up, then turned its bleached skull in our direction.
         

         
         With a roar that made the statues tremble, the monstrous undead charged down the platform and came right at us.
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         We scattered and dove behind pillars as the huge bull skeleton plowed into them. Stones shattered, exploding outward or crumbling
            completely with the power of the undead’s attack.
         

         
         “Sparrow!” Raithe drew his sword as the monster turned, shaking its horned head. “Get to the platform,” the iylvahn said,
            gesturing at the dais with his blade. “Find whatever it is we’re supposed to find. I’ll keep it distracted.”
         

         
         The monster roared again, swinging its axe and crushing several statues as Raithe leaped away. The kahjai didn’t bother attacking
            it, perhaps knowing that swords would be useless against its gigantic bulk and bones. He dodged as the monster swung at him
            again, bringing its weapon down with a boom that shattered the stones beneath it and sent rocks flying in every direction.
         

         
         Meeka and I ran for the platform. Racing up the steps, I looked around frantically, searching for anything that seemed out
            of place. But the dais seemed empty; broken pillars surrounded it and were scattered across the surface, but there were no
            doors, levers, hatches, or anything that pointed to a way out.
         

         
         “Nothing here,” Meeka said, hopping onto a chunk of rock that was once a statue torso. “Human sure we went right way?”

         
         “It has to be,” I whispered. “This is the center of the maze. There has to be something here.”

         
         A chill went through me. Unless the Deathless never intended for anyone to find the loom piece. Unless they raised the temple around it and made it
               truly impossible to get to.

         
         A crash at the edge of the dais made me flinch. Raithe was still holding the attention of the monster. He was counting on
            me to find a way out, to unravel this puzzle. I had to solve this; otherwise, we would all be crushed under falling pillars
            and grinding bones.
         

         
         “Where is it?” I hissed after a few more seconds of futile searching. This wasn’t right. Why would the ghostly figure lead
            me here if there was nothing?
         

         
         A roar in the darkness reminded me that time was running out, and I slammed a fist into a pillar in desperation. “Void, I
            don’t even know what I’m looking for! But we must be missing something.”
         

         
         “Wait.”

         
         Meeka froze, tail up and ears twitching. “Meeka feel something,” he said as I rushed to his side, kneeling on the broken stone
            surface. “Here,” the jair’oa said, tapping the ground with his paws. “Feel here.”
         

         
         I hovered my hand over the rocks and felt a cold wind gusting up from a crack in the surface. “The platform is hollow,” I
            gasped. “There’s something beneath the floor.”
         

         
         “Is hole,” Meeka said. “Meeka can smell different air.” He scratched at the cracked stones with tiny claws. “Not easy to get
            to, though. Meeka can’t break ground.”
         

         
         I slammed the hilt of my dagger into the stones, barely making a dent in the rocky surface. Air wafted from the crack, smelling of sand and confirming my suspicion. Somehow, we had to break through this floor made of solid rock. 

         
         A tremor of fear went through me, but I pushed it down and rose, steeling myself for what I had to do. “I know what will,”
            I told the jair’oa, who cocked his head at me. “Go hide, Meeka. Hopefully, this will work.”
         

         
         The roars of the giant skeleton made the ground tremble as I rushed to the edge of the dais, scanning the room for Raithe
            and the monster. I could see the creature’s skull looming over the maze of statues.
         

         
         “Raithe!” I called into the darkness, hoping he would hear me over the cacophony of howls and breaking stone. “I think found
            the way out! But we have to bring that thing up here! It’s beneath the platform—”
         

         
         The huge skeleton turned its head at the sound of my voice, the sickly flames in its eye sockets glowing brighter. With a
            roar, it charged, smashing through pillars in explosions of rock and plowing its way toward me.
         

         
         Okay, that got its attention.

         
         I scrambled into the center of the dais, hearing the thunderous footfalls of the monster smashing its way up the stairs. Spinning
            around, I gazed up at the hulking monstrosity of bone and hair as it lumbered onto the platform, cloven hooves crushing the
            stones beneath it. Peering down with those sickly green flames, it let out a roar that shook the pillars and the entire dais.
         

         
         “Sparrow!”

         
         Raithe suddenly appeared in front of me, sword held before him. “What’s the plan?” he asked in a low voice, never taking his eyes from the giant. I swallowed. 

         
         “The way out . . . is below us,” I replied. He gave a single nod, and the skeleton bellowed and lunged, sweeping its huge
            axe down at our heads. I dove aside, feeling the weapon slam into the spot where we had been, sending a vibration through
            the platform. Cracks appeared in the floor, spreading like spiderwebs across the surface, but the stones didn’t fall. The
            monster stepped farther onto the dais, gazing around for us, and the floor under its rotting hooves sagged a little.
         

         
         That’s it. I darted from the edge and ran beneath the creature’s legs, causing it to bellow with rage. It swung down not its axe, but
            a huge fist, and I barely dodged the blow, feeling the scream of bones as it slammed into the ground. I pitched forward and
            rolled, coming up on my knees to face the burning glare of the skeleton. It reached for me, claws open as if to swat me into
            the ground like an insect.
         

         
         Something grabbed my waist, yanking me back at the last second, and the monster’s hand smashed into the dais. As Raithe and
            I hit the ground, the stones beneath us shivered once last time, then crumbled with a roar.
         

         
         We fell into darkness.

         
         

         I hit the edge of a slope, stopping my straight downward plunge, though I continued to slide. It was still pitch black; I couldn’t see Raithe or Meeka, could only feel smooth stone beneath me as I slid down what felt like a chute, rocks and pebbles bouncing around me. For a split second, I panicked, imagining the chute ending and dumping us into a lake of magma. 

         
         A light appeared at the bottom of the chute, not the orange glow of lamps or even the ghostly blue flicker of the chamber
            we’d just come from, but natural daylight. I slid toward it, unable to stop myself, and went hurtling into open air. The light
            blinded me, and I fell again.
         

         
         I hit the ground on my back, knocking the wind from my lungs. Fortunately, I hadn’t landed on stone or rock and broken every
            bone in my body; the surface beneath me didn’t feel entirely solid, and the air I tried desperately to gasp in was filled
            with dust.
         

         
         Coughing, I pushed myself to my hands and knees and gazed around blearily.

         
         Rather than obsidian or lava, sand surrounded me, and the steep walls of the chamber around me soared to dizzying heights.
            Hazy light filtered in from above. I looked up and saw that the ceiling of the massive chamber had fallen in; large chunks
            of stone and rock littered the rolling sand dunes, and the sky overhead swirled with noxious clouds.
         

         
         In the center of the chamber, the enormous tree I had seen in the vision soared into the air, branches outstretched to cover
            the missing ceiling. The trunk was entirely cocooned in webbing, the branches looking like they were infested with millions
            of spiderwebs. Shimmering threads coiled around the trunk and dangled from leaves and branches, waving in the wind. I looked
            closer and saw that the threads were moving on their own, writhing back and forth as if searching for prey.
         

         
         I shuddered, not liking the thought of having to reach into that mess to find the loom. I could also feel the presence in the room with us, something ancient and powerful, raising the hairs on the back of my arms and neck. 

         
         A few paces away, Raithe grunted and pushed himself upright, breaking free of the sand that had half buried him. Seeing me,
            he reached out a hand and pulled me to my feet, then drew me close, brushing away the sand still clinging to my hood.
         

         
         “Are you all right?” he asked breathlessly.

         
         I nodded, and saw Meeka pop up from a nearby sand hill. The jair’oa shook himself vigorously, a cloud of dust poofing around
            him, then began scrubbing his paws over his nose and ears. Turning, he grabbed his tail and cleaned it rapidly from base to
            tip. I gazed past the jair’oa to scan the rest of the room, searching for that looming presence, but I didn’t see anything
            but us and the tree.
         

         
         Raithe followed my gaze. “Is this the room from your vision?” he asked. “The one with the tree?”

         
         “And the millions of spiderwebs? Yes.”

         
         Raithe’s brow furrowed. “I don’t see spiderwebs,” he told me, making me frown. “I do see a tree, but the branches are clear.
            Do you see something different?”
         

         
         I looked at the trunk again. There was no way he could miss the shroud of white that covered the trunk and wrapped around
            the branches. “Meeka,” I called, and the jair’oa looked up from his task of cleaning himself. “Do you see a tree?”
         

         
         “Meeka see tree.”

         
         “Is there anything strange about it?”

         
         The jair’oa twitched his whiskers. “Branches dead,” he stated simply. “Tree dead, but living. Meeka not see anything else.”

         
         I shook my head. “Why am I the only one who can see the webs?”

         
         Raithe drew in a slow breath. “Because you are the Fateless, Sparrow,” he said. “Remember what the queen told us—only one
            who steps outside the Weave can see Maederyss’s loom. Those aren’t spiderwebs that you’re seeing—they’re the fates of everyone
            still bound within that piece of the loom.”
         

         
         A chill unlike anything I’d ever known crept up my spine. I studied the tree again, seeing the shimmering threads hanging
            from the branches writhing back and forth, always moving, always searching.
         

         
         Without realizing it, I’d taken a staggering step away from the tree. Something was wrong here. I could still feel that presence,
            closer than ever before, watching me. Watching all of us.
         

         
         At the base of the trunk, the sands began to move.

         
         I drew in a breath. The shallow dunes shifted, then began to rise, causing my insides to shrivel with fear. Vahn? No, he can’t be here. How could he reach this place before we did?

         
         A massive leonine shape broke through the top of the sands and turned a piercing blue gaze upon us. Not Vahn, but a creature no less terrifying. A monster with the body of a great sand cat, though the tawny fur had peeled back in places to reveal muscle and bone. A pair of tattered, skeletal wings sprang from its back, feathers spiraling to the ground as the beast moved. Its face was that of a once beautiful woman, though the left side of her cheek was wasted away, teeth and the edge of a jawbone poking through the fur. Shimmering strands wove through its body, as if the threads were holding it together. Like a beloved puppet, tearing apart at the seams. 

         
         “Fateless. You have come.”

         
         I shivered. The voice was the same as the one I’d heard in the labyrinth, only reverberating in my ears now as well as my
            head. At least Raithe and Meeka heard it this time; Meeka jerked up at the creature’s voice, and Raithe moved protectively
            closer to me. The woman-cat monster sat down, folding her tattered wings behind her, and gazed down upon us with eyes as ancient
            as time.
         

         
         “Who are you?” I managed to ask, once it became clear the abomination wasn’t interested in killing us. At least, not yet.
            “I heard you . . . before. Were you also the one sending those spirits to guide us through the temple?”
         

         
         “This body,” the great cat creature began, “was the last obstacle the defilers placed in this temple to guard the piece of the loom they shattered. Like the Tauryss who now wander the halls, mindless and forever trapped. The magic of the defilers keeps their rotted bodies anchored to this
               world, even though their fates have long expired. Throughout the long millennia, I have managed to infuse a portion of my
               will into this temple. Not enough to subvert what the defilers have done, but enough to guide you along the right path.” The cat monster spread her wings, casting me in her terrible shadow. “Now you stand before me, Fateless. And we will see if you are truly worthy to bear the power of a goddess.”

         
         I took a deep breath to steady myself. I was absolutely not worthy, but there was no turning back now. “What do I have to
            do?” I whispered.
         

         
         “Nothing.” The monster rose languidly to her feet, the threads intertwined within her body shifting with the motion. “I will be looking through your memories and judging for myself if you are worthy. Everything I need to know has already happened.
               But you will be coming with me, Fateless. Together, we will see what type of soul seeks the power of a goddess.”

         
         I glanced at Raithe, who was not gazing at the terrifying cat monster standing before us, but at me. His pale eyes met mine,
            and I tried to will some of his strength and courage into myself. “Any advice about what to say to the goddess of Fate when
            she’s weighing my soul?”
         

         
         “Just be honest,” Raithe answered. “Maederyss is neither good nor evil. She doesn’t care about concepts of morality or ethics,
            so you can’t predict what she’ll value at any given moment. All you can do is be yourself. You have nothing to be ashamed
            of.”
         

         
         “Yes, I do,” I whispered back. “Many, many things. What if I’m not worthy?”

         
         “You are.” Raithe placed a gentle hand on my cheek. “You wouldn’t be standing here if you weren’t.” The hand on my cheek slid
            down to gently cup my chin, tilting my head up to his. “You are the last person who needs it, but . . . for luck,” he murmured,
            and very softly kissed me. I closed my eyes and melted into him, forgetting about trials and tests and the literal goddess
            of Fate judging my soul for just a moment.
         

         
         Pulling back, I gave him a brave smile, then turned to the monstrous creature looming over us. Her bright blue eyes were as impassive as the Void. 

         
         “I’m ready.”

         
         “Then, come.” The monster’s wings opened again, the shadow seeming to swallow me. “Step forward, Fateless. And we shall see what type of soul you truly are.”

         
         The sands around us swirled, as if caught in a violent storm. Everything—the chamber, Meeka, Raithe, the tree—disappeared, until I stood in the center
            of a silent vortex.
         

         
         The sands fell away, and I was somewhere else.
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         The brilliant light of the twins shone down on me. Blinking, I raised a hand to shield my eyes and gazed around, my heart
            turning over as I realized where I was.
         

         
         This is Kovass. I’m home.

         
         My beloved city. It looked the same as it did in my memories, before an immortal god had pulled down every building to replace
            them with his own. The dusty streets and thronging crowds were immediately familiar. I breathed in the scents of dust, sun-warmed
            rock, and sweaty bodies, and felt the comforting rightness of it all. This was where I had once belonged.
         

         
         Home, a voice in my head that was not mine repeated. This is where your story begins. Where your thread, if you had one, would be woven into the Tapestry of the World.

         
         My heartbeat quickened. Ahead of me, a small figure melted out of the crowds in the thronging market. She was probably only
            nine or ten, but I recognized that skinny body, the wariness in her brown eyes, the familiar hood pulled up to hide her features.
            She moved through the crowd like a shadow, sliding between and around bodies with the practiced ease of having done this hundreds
            of times before.
         

         
         A lump formed in my throat. I watched the girl make her way through the throngs, seeing everything that she saw, knowing everything that she was feeling. I could sense the years of the guild weighing on her in every cautious shift of her eyes, every motion she took to stay out of sight. When a pair of guards strode through the market, she melted into the shadow of an overhang and became invisible until they had passed. I didn’t know what exact memory this was yet; it could’ve been any day in the market, slipping through oblivious crowds on the hunt for a target. 

         
         I saw him almost before she did: the perfect mark. A girthy man wearing fine silk clothes stood in front of a market stall,
            arguing loudly with a tired-looking vendor. From the many colorful bottles on display, I guessed this was a perfume stall.
            The large man held a green bottle in two fingers, gesturing to it and the vendor as he spoke, proclaiming that he was being
            robbed for the amount that he would have to pay. Standard haggling procedure, but the coin pouch dangling from the side of
            his belt was on full display, indicating this man knew very little about being in the marketplace.
         

         
         Beside the perfume stall, a ragged-looking boy around the girl’s own age gazed longingly at a cart of fruit, the hunger in
            his eyes clear. It was obvious that he was debating whether or not to grab one. I recognized the fruit vendor, a suspicious
            man with sharp black eyes. He was extremely protective of his cart and wares, and a difficult man to steal from. The boy seemed
            to realize this, too, for he continued to stare at the tempting baskets of fly-laden fruit but made no move to go closer.
         

         
         I was so busy watching the boy, I almost missed it. As smoothly as a ghost, the girl stepped around the boy and passed behind the man still shouting at the perfume vendor. There was no hesitation, no falter in her steps. I saw her hand reach up and snag the coin pouch off his belt only because I was looking for it. Without missing a beat, she slipped the prize into her sleeve and continued, walking away from the crime without anyone noticing she had been there. 

         
         I felt an odd tingle of both pride and shame. Pride because that had been the perfect snatch, smooth, quick, and over in an
            eyeblink. Everything Vahn had taught me. But I could also feel the eyes of the cat creature seeing through mine, watching
            me steal as if it was nothing. The weight of her judgment pressed down on me . . . or perhaps that was just my own sense of
            guilt and remorse.
         

         
         An enraged shout drew my attention back to the cart. The large man had stopped arguing with the merchant and was now patting
            his belt furiously. He had discovered he had been robbed, far too late. But his small, angry eyes fixed on the ragged boy
            next to the fruit cart.
         

         
         With a howl, he reached out his thick hand and grabbed the boy by the collar, hauling him close. “Thief!”

         
         The shout boomed through the marketplace, making me wince. This was every hood’s worst nightmare: being caught and having
            that word shouted in your face, drawing the attention of everyone around you. The boy cried out as the large man shook him,
            snapping his head back.
         

         
         “Where is it?” the man roared. “Hand it over now, you little parasite! Or by the goddess, I’ll break every one of your fingers
            right here and save the guards the trouble!”
         

         
         “I don’t have it!” the boy gasped. “I didn’t steal anything, I swear!”

         
         “Liar!”

         
         I bit my lip, forcing myself to keep watching. All the nearby crowds had turned to watch this little scene play out, but no
            one stepped forward, either to help or condemn. Everyone knew this was how you dealt with thieves, whether or not they were
            guilty.
         

         
         But then, the sharp-eyed fruit vendor blinked and turned his gaze back toward the perfume cart. He frowned. “Sir?” he said,
            interrupting the man as he raised a fist to strike the now weeping boy. “Sir, is that your pouch on the ground there?”
         

         
         The man paused. Turning, he stared at the dusty ground in front of the perfume vendor, where something glinted gold in the
            light of the twins. A small leather pouch, spilling a pair of coins into the dust, lay innocently on the ground before the
            wooden stall. The man gave a shout and immediately whirled around to snatch the purse from the road.
         

         
         “Thank the goddess,” the man huffed, attaching the pouch to his belt again. “I must’ve dropped it earlier.” He did not, I
            noticed, try to apologize to the boy, who had already fled, white-faced and sobbing, into the crowd. He didn’t even look his
            way as he dusted off his hands and turned back to the merchant as if nothing had happened. “So, are you going to give me a
            better price for this, or are you going to continue to rob me blind?”
         

         
         As the watching crowd began to disperse, I caught the glimmer of a familiar hood in the throng and turned, already knowing what I would find. The thief girl stood at the edge of the crowd, watching the blustering man begin his haggling anew. Her eyes were shadowed, and I knew what was going through her head and heart. Anger. Anger toward the man and the callous accusation of a fellow urchin, even when the boy had done nothing wrong. Regret that she had let sympathy get the better of her, causing her to toss the hard-won coin purse in the dust in front of the cart. Fear of what Vahn would say when he found out. Because he always found out, eventually. 

         
         Interesting. The voice in my head was cold, giving nothing away. Had you not returned, that boy would have lost a hand. He would have died on the streets, begging for the scraps and coins
               of strangers. Instead, he grew into a predator who would murder a young mother in an alley one night, leaving behind three
               orphans. Do you know why you chose to return, to help?

         
         “I . . .” I swallowed the poisonous lump in my throat. “I didn’t want anyone taking the blame that should have been mine,”
            I said shakily. “He hadn’t done anything wrong. It didn’t seem right that he should be punished for my actions.”
         

         
         I see.

         
         The cat creature said nothing more. The scene around us faded, growing blurry as if caught in a dust storm, and then blew
            away on the wind. Stripped clean like sand on a wall. When the gale died down and the haze around us cleared, I was once more
            in a different place.
         

         
         

         Vahn’s office.

         
         I would have recognized it anywhere. How many hours—years—had I spent in this room? Learning everything I could from the Guildmaster of Kovass. Every skill, every tenet and teaching and rule of the guild, I’d learned it all here. Sitting in that small chair in the corner, working on a lock or just listening to Vahn as he spoke to clients and guildmembers from behind his polished desk. 

         
         His desk.

         
         It was a monstrous old thing, scarred and dinged from age and abuse. Besides the shelves of ledgers on the far wall and the
            single chair in the corner, it was the only piece of furniture in the office, and it dominated the room. But Vahn was not
            the only one who had sat behind it. When I had been younger and much smaller, I would often hide beneath the desk, sheltered
            in a cave of polished wood and confident that no one in the guild would ever find me there.
         

         
         Tonight, Vahn’s office was already occupied.

         
         A chill slid down my back. There were many reasons that the cat creature would bring me here, many memories to choose from.
            Nearly half my early life had been spent in this office, after all. But I recognized this night, and the two men sitting at
            Vahn’s desk. Vahn had been talking to them about membership in the guild; they were apparently newcomers to the city and wanted
            to ply their trade in Kovass, but needed permission from the Guildmaster. That was the story they had given Vahn, anyway.
         

         
         Vahn had stepped out of the office for a moment to deal with a trivial matter, leaving the two men alone. Bassig was just
            down the hall, and there was nothing of value to steal inside the room, so it had been safe to do so. Or so he had thought.
         

         
         Silence filled the office for a moment, and then one of the men leaned forward. “So . . . tonight?”

         
         His voice was a hushed, raspy whisper, causing the second man to shake his head. “No,” the other growled. “Too many witnesses.
            We do it tomorrow, when the guild is empty. You get his attention, lead him outside. He won’t be able to take us all.”
         

         
         A thump in the hallway signaled Vahn’s return, and the men leaned back as the Guildmaster entered the office. After a few
            more minutes of Vahn talking about rules and territories within the guild, the three men stood up and left the office, closing
            the door behind them.
         

         
         A moment passed. Then the chair behind the desk moved back on its own, scraping against the floor, and a tiny girl emerged
            from beneath the desk. I clenched my fists at how small she looked; barely five years old, her brown hair hanging in her eyes
            as she gazed around with one fist in her mouth. I remembered, even after all these years, the fear I’d felt when those men
            had spoken, thinking they were alone. I hadn’t understood exactly what they were talking about, but I’d known something was
            wrong. And so, when I left this room, I would go immediately to Vahn and tell him what I had heard from beneath the desk.
         

         
         After this night, I’d never seen those two men again.

         
         You saved the life of the Guildmaster of Kovass that night. The cat creature’s voice shivered in my head. Had you known what you do now, would you have made the same decision?

         
         “I was five,” I whispered. “I didn’t even know what was happening, much less what would happen twelve years in the future.”
         

         
         That is not what I asked.
         

         
         I clenched my fists, knowing what the creature was implying. If I hadn’t saved Vahn, would any of this have happened? Would the Deathless King still be buried deep in the undercity, sleeping and unknown? Could all the destruction, death, and terror that had happened since the night Kovass fell have been prevented by the different choice of a five-year-old in this very room? 

         
         Would you still have saved him, if you had known?

         
         “Yes,” I said, closing my eyes. “Of course I would have. And that might be the wrong choice but . . . I can’t see myself doing
            anything else.”
         

         
         The voice in my head didn’t answer. Once more, the scene around us faded, blowing away, until I stood on a familiar wooden
            deck, the suns blazing down on me, hearing the screams and howls of a horrific abomination as it crawled over the strider.
            I saw my friends darting around the abomination’s jointed legs, striking where they could, and felt the same fear as I had
            on that day, watching them race off to what would surely be their deaths.
         

         
         I watched myself turn from the door into the strider, from the safety of retreating inside, and sprint back across the deck.
            Toward the monster who could kill me as easily as a bug.
         

         
         Why did you return?

         
         That was an easy one. Out of all the memories so far, this answer came quickly. “Because I didn’t want them to die.”

         
         And if you had died?

         
         “I don’t know,” I whispered. Because the easy answers—I didn’t or they would’ve carried on without me—weren’t what the creature meant, and I knew it. I was the Fateless. I was the only one who could see the loom piece, the
            only one who could maybe stop a prophecy that would end up killing the goddess I was speaking to. If I had died there, what would that have meant,
            for everyone?
         

         
         “I wasn’t thinking about that,” I went on. “I wasn’t thinking of anything but helping them. If I’d known I would die . . .
            I don’t know. I would like to think I would still go back.”
         

         
         For a long, long time, the cat creature was silent. Long enough for the desperate battle with the abomination to shift and
            change. Long enough to see myself scale the mast, drop onto the abomination’s head, and plunge my dagger into its bulging
            black eyes. Seeing it from the ground made me realize how lucky I’d gotten that day. That I hadn’t died or been chewed to
            pieces by the abomination’s huge, serrated jaws.
         

         
         I blinked, and then . . .

         
         “We’re not leaving you, Raithe!”

         
         I spun, seeing four figures and two rock beetles in the center of a dead, ruined town. Around them, statues shuffled closer,
            reaching for them with pale limbs. And even though I knew this was just another memory, my stomach still writhed in fear.
            There were so many of them, closing in from all sides. If I hadn’t known what happened, I would have thought this would be
            the place we all died.
         

         
         I turned my gaze to the iylvahn and the image of myself, facing each other in the center of approaching death. “My life is not important.” Raithe’s quiet voice carried to me even over the grinding of stone and shuffling feet. “My only duty is to make sure your mission is successful. I am truly sorry for Ratuk, and we will fight as hard as we can before we fall, but you must get to the World Scar. Everything depends on you finding the piece of the loom.” 

         
         I watched myself. And I saw the moment I made the decision. Raithe would not die here. This would not be his fate.

         
         Very well. The voice sent a shiver through me with its finality. I believe I have seen all that I need.

         
         

         Once more, the sands cleared. Only this time, I was back in the chamber with Meeka and Raithe, the thread-enshrouded tree
            looming in the background. I was lying on my back, staring up at the broken ceiling, seeing the noxious clouds swirling overhead.
            My head felt too full, memories I had long forgotten crowding forth, reminding me of past shame and failures. Worse, I didn’t
            know if any of my choices had been the right ones or if they had just damned us all.
         

         
         “Sparrow.”

         
         Raithe knelt beside me, Meeka perched on his shoulder. The jair’oa’s eyes were bright with concern as he peered down. Or maybe
            it was just curiosity.
         

         
         “Human fell down,” Meeka said. “Fell down and stared at sky. All right now?”

         
         I blinked, testing out my limbs and mind to make sure they worked properly. “I think so.” Raithe grasped my hand and gently
            pulled me into a sitting position, placing his other hand on my back to steady me. I rubbed my suddenly dry eyes and looked
            around. “Where did the creature go?”
         

         
         “I am here.”

         
         The cat monster sat beneath the tree, surrounded by limbs and swaying threads. Her eyes were closed as I approached, Raithe and Meeka behind me, but when I stepped beneath the limbs, those eyes opened, pupilless and bright blue, staring into my soul. 

         
         I shivered, but forced myself to take a few more steps, until I stood before the great cat monster.

         
         “Did . . . I pass?”

         
         Those eyes didn’t blink. “One test remains,” the monster intoned, and my heart dropped. “Or, perhaps, one choice. Power cannot come from nothing, and so a sacrifice must be made. You have a decision, Fateless. Two companions stand beside you.” Her empty blue gaze shifted, landing on Raithe and then Meeka at my side, and a terrible fear lanced through me as those
            pitiless eyes observed them without emotion. “I will take one of their souls and return it to the Weave,” the monster said, “thus granting you the power of the loom. But you must make the choice, Fateless. Here and now. Which is the one that will die?”
         

         
         The ground dropped out from under me. I took one staggering step back from the monster, shaking my head, as horror, shock,
            and despair spread from my heart to every part of my body. “No,” I whispered.
         

         
         “This is the only way.” The monster stared down at me, her gaze merciless. “Life for power. Sacrifice for salvation. Choose your sacrifice, Fateless. The long-lived iylvahn whose thread is tangled with death? Or the small, short-lived jair’oa with depthless potential? I know there are others outside this temple—the Fatechaser, and the one who is bonded to a noble insect. But they are not the souls who stand before me now. Your choices are behind you. Simply say their name, or point; it makes no difference to me. When their soul is bound into the Weave once more, only then will I relinquish the power of the loom to you.”

         
         My legs gave out, and I sank to my knees in the sand. Heat seared my palms as I curled my fingers into the dust. We had come
            so far and fought through so much. But this decision would be the one that destroyed me in the end. “Please don’t make me
            do this,” I pleaded. “I can’t . . . make that choice.”
         

         
         “Sparrow.” Raithe knelt in front of me, but I closed my eyes, turning my head so I wouldn’t see him. Was this what the Deathless queen was talking about? The thought made me sick with horror. The fate that had finally caught up to
            him . . . would be by my own hand.
         

         
         “Don’t even say it, Raithe,” I choked out. “I know what you’re going to tell me, and I can’t do it. Besides . . .” I peeked
            up at him, and his soft gaze nearly broke my heart in two. “You made me a promise. You swore you would try to live.”
         

         
         He brushed my hair back, his expression still unbearably soft. “My entire purpose,” he said, “was to get you here. To do whatever
            it takes for you to defeat the Deathless King. I’ve kept my promise. I’ve done my best to keep us both alive. But now you
            have to make the decision.”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “I’m not afraid.” His voice was a whisper now. “I’ve never feared death. When I’m gone, my soul will return to the Weave, and when I’m reborn . . . I will look for you again.” His knuckles brushed my cheek. “But I want a world to return to, Sparrow. A world where my people are safe, where the Deathless King’s shadow doesn’t touch those I care about. A world where I can find you again, because I know that you’ll be free. If my death can give you that world, then everything I’ve gone through
            in this life will have been worth it. But you have to let me go.”
         

         
         A sob finally broke free. I collapsed against him, clutching his shirt, and his arms wrapped around me, drawing us together.
            I closed my eyes, listening to the beat of his heart against my ear as memories flickered through my head, mingling with what
            I had just seen. Our first meeting in Kovass. Fighting the abomination on the strider to save him and everyone else. That
            first kiss under the moonlight in Damassi. Every instance where Raithe had stood between me and danger, protected me with
            no thought for his own life, and believed in me when I doubted myself.
         

         
         Reaching up, I placed my palm over his heart, feeling the steady thump against my skin, every beat telling me that he was
            still alive. His fate was literally in my hands. I bit down a hysterical laugh at the irony of it all, fearing that once I
            started, I wouldn’t be able to stop.
         

         
         “Human.”

         
         The lightest touch brushed my knee. Opening my eyes, I saw Meeka standing there, one tiny paw resting on my leg. His bright
            black eyes were solemn as they peered up at me.
         

         
         “Meeka is small,” he said quietly. “Small body. Small soul. Small fate. Not like Fateless.”

         
         Horror washed over me as I realized what he was saying. “Meeka . . . no. Not you, too.”

         
         “Meeka promised to get Fateless to goddess loom.” He sat back on his haunches, gazing down at his paws. “But magic is gone now. Meeka cannot help anymore.” His ears flattened as he looked up at me again. “This is something Meeka can do. Not afraid.” 

         
         “Curse you both.” My words came out broken. I reached down, placing a hand on Meeka’s head, feeling the soft fur under my
            fingers. The choice loomed before me, paralyzing and impossible. When I left this room, I would have the power of a goddess.
            But one of them would not be coming back with me.
         

         
         I can’t do this, I thought in anguish. How can I choose which one of them has to die? Why am I suddenly the arbiter of their fates?

         
         Life for power. One soul for the blessing of a goddess.

         
         A calm rippled through me, sudden and shocking, as I realized what I had to do.

         
         “Raithe.” Very gently, I pulled back from him, meeting his eyes as I withdrew. “Do you trust me?” I whispered. “Would you
            stand with me against the Deathless King, even if I wasn’t Fateless?”
         

         
         “Always.”

         
         The simple, genuine response nearly made my vision fill up again. Closing my eyes, I pressed my forehead to his, feeling his
            hand against my cheek. “Then I hope you can forgive me for what I’m about to do.”
         

         
         I rose, turned swiftly away, and walked toward the monster and the choice that would change everything.

         
         The cat creature waited for me beneath the limbs of the tree, silent, eternally patient. The half-ruined face tilted as I approached, blue eyes piercing me. “You have made your decision, Fateless?”

         
         “I have.”

         
         “Then whose soul shall I claim?”

         
         “Neither.” There was no reaction to my statement; the cat creature didn’t move at all but continued to observe me with flat
            blue eyes. “I will not make this decision,” I went on firmly. “If this is what it takes to claim the blessing of a goddess,
            I don’t want it. Trading life for power . . . that’s what the Deathless do. That’s what started this whole unbalanced mess.
            But even more than that. . . . it’s not my place to decide anyone’s fate. Big or small. If I unravel their threads because
            I am Fateless, then so be it. But I will not make the choice to end someone’s life. Not like this.” Raising my chin, I met
            that ancient, depthless gaze and spoke as clearly as I could. “I will face the Deathless King as I am; no magic, no power,
            just me. And if I am truly Fateless, maybe it will be enough.” I paused a moment, then shook my head. “It will have to be
            enough.”
         

         
         For several heartbeats, the great cat stared at me, unmoving. I stifled the fear coiling through my insides and continued
            to meet her gaze. I sensed Meeka and Raithe behind me, but I didn’t dare glance back at them. My stomach twisted, and I wondered
            what the great cat was weighing, deciding. What Raithe was thinking of me at this very moment.
         

         
         The great cat rose, flaring her wings with a snap. Despite my resolve, I couldn’t help but flinch as she took a step toward
            me, her eyes blazing with blue fire.
         

         
         “That . . .” She loomed over me, wings fully flared and gaze terrifying. “Was the correct decision.

         
         “No mortal deserves the power of a goddess,” she continued, as I nearly collapsed to the sand in relief. “No mortal should be the arbiter of another’s fate. Those who try to claim this power for themselves, with no thought to those
               around them, would only be corrupted by it. You chose to preserve the lives of your companions rather than cutting them from
               the Weave, thus you are worthy to take on this responsibility. But beware, Fateless. The loom will truly grant you the power to alter the fate of every living soul you see. Remember that every thread is connected,
               in some way, to the rest of the threads in the Tapestry. Changing one will alter the whole in ways you cannot imagine.”

         
         I trembled, as the weight of what was being offered threatened to crush me. But I took a deep, steadying breath and looked
            up, meeting the gaze of a goddess. “I understand.”
         

         
         “Then may your decisions be wise, Fateless.” The avatar of Maederyss sat back once more, folding her wings behind her. “And may your choices change the Weave for the better.”

         
         A shudder racked the great cat’s body. Through the rents in her fur and flesh, I saw the glimmering strands start to withdraw,
            sliding back as they returned to the cocoons wrapped around the tree. The light in the piercing blue eyes dimmed, and the
            flesh of the cat creature withered, shriveling away like a hundred years were passing in a blink, until nothing remained but
            bones. I staggered as the skeleton of the once great feline collapsed with a dusty rattle, feathers spiraling lazily through
            the air, and silence fell over the chamber once more.
         

         
         I took a step back and felt strong arms catch me, making my heart leap. Turning, I flung myself into Raithe, who held me close. Leaning into him, I closed my eyes, and we stood like that, our hearts beating together. The clenched fist that had been squeezing my heart loosened, relief spreading outward until it engulfed me. He was alive. We were all alive, and I had passed. Somehow, I had solved the avatar’s impossible riddle and made the choice that mattered. 

         
         A rustling sound filled the air. Pulling back from Raithe, I looked up to see that the threads wrapped around the tree were
            moving. The cocoons were unraveling, uncoiling, the strands growing shorter, as if being drawn back into the tree.
         

         
         Meeka stood tall on his hind legs, ears pricked, twitching this way and that. “Meeka senses something,” he said. “Feels like
            magic.”
         

         
         Raithe looked up as well; his brow furrowed slightly, as if he could hear the faint hissing of the threads around us, but
            it was obvious he didn’t see them. “What is happening, Sparrow?”
         

         
         “I don’t know, exactly,” I whispered back. “But the threads around the tree are moving, pulling back. And the tree itself
            is starting to change.”
         

         
         The tree was changing. Branches were shrinking, leaves vanishing altogether. The gnarled trunk grew thinner and thinner until, with a final
            spasming of threads, the entire tree disappeared in a cloud of light and dust.
         

         
         What was left behind: a single piece of splintered wood the length of my arm, glimmering threads still wrapped around it.

         
         I looked at that simple chunk of wood lying in the sand and shivered.

         
         Raithe must’ve felt it, for he gazed at the spot where the shard lay, then back at me. “Do you see it?” he asked softly.

         
         I nodded. “I guess . . . I should go pick it up.”

         
         I felt a gentle touch on my shoulder. “You’ve already proven yourself to a goddess,” Raithe murmured in my ear. “Don’t be
            afraid, Sparrow.”
         

         
         “I’m not.” I smiled at him, squeezed the hand on my shoulder, and took a step toward the broken shard of Maederyss’s loom.

         
         There were no final obstacles. No last-minute surprises. No spirits, threads, or monsters that came leaping out of the wood
            at me. The loom piece lay unassumingly in the sand, lifeless and unmoving. Even the shimmering threads coiled around it were
            still.
         

         
         I knelt and studied the wooden shard. If I hadn’t just seen the tree, the great cat, and the millions of writhing threads,
            I would have been hard-pressed to believe this splinter could be part of the loom of the goddess of Fate. For a moment, I
            wondered about the real loom, and how big it would have to be to hold the souls of the world. Or was it the size of a normal
            loom, and Maederyss could weave millions upon millions of threads together because she was the goddess of Fate?
         

         
         Enough stalling, Sparrow. This is what you came for.

         
         I pushed down the last of my fear, reached out, and grasped the piece of the Loom of Maederyss.

         
         The instant I touched it, the threads came to life. Flaring up, they writhed in the air a moment before snaking forward and coiling around my arm. The glowing threads spiraled up my wrist to my elbow, an instant before my entire vision went white. 

         
         Images flickered through my mind, places and people I had never seen, worlds I had never been to. Sprawling forests and endless
            cities. Snowcapped peaks reaching up to the sky. A body of water that stretched on until it touched the horizon. Millions
            upon millions of faces, all fluttering through my head like the beats of a moth’s wing. I closed my eyes, covering my face
            with my hands, but it didn’t stop the flood of images. They grew faster, more numerous, an avalanche of pictures and voices
            and sensations, too much. I cried out for it to stop, begged it to stop, but it didn’t.
         

         
         Finally, finally, it was over. The rush of images slowed, flickered, and faded into blessed darkness once more. As my senses
            returned, I became aware that I was lying on my back, cradled in someone’s arms, and that someone was gripping my hand tightly.
            There was also a smaller, lighter weight on my chest. I gingerly reached up to touch it and felt soft fur under my fingers.
         

         
         “Are you still with us, Sparrow?” His voice echoed overhead, soft with concern. The weight on my chest gave a little bounce.
         

         
         “Human awake now? Not in pain?”

         
         “I’m all right,” I whispered. “I think.”

         
         “Can you open your eyes?”

         
         My eyes were still tightly shut, and the darkness was comforting after the flood of images. Slowly, I cracked them open, searching
            for Raithe first. His face swam above me, silvery-blue eyes shadowed with worry and relief as our gazes met.
         

         
         Then I looked past him, at the open sky overhead, and everything inside me froze.

         
         The sky was no longer swirling clouds and flickering lightning. It was . . . threads. Billions upon billions of shimmering,
            writhing threads, coiling around and through each other in a blinding hypnotic pattern. I couldn’t focus on a single one;
            they blended together and vanished into the eternal Weave that covered the whole sky.
         

         
         It was staggering, dizzying. Even lying down, I felt like I was standing at the edge of an endless drop, a heartbeat from
            plunging into the Void. Suddenly unable to breathe, I squeezed my eyes shut and turned my face away, blocking out the swirling
            kaleidoscope of threads and color. Raithe’s arms tightened around me, and I could feel myself shaking against him.
         

         
         “What is it?” he murmured. “What do you see?”

         
         “I . . .” Words were suddenly inadequate. How could I explain the impossibility of what was happening? This wasn’t meant for
            mortal eyes; I knew that now. Carefully, I opened my eyes again, deliberately not looking at the sky. The view wasn’t any
            better. I still saw threads—not as many, but hundreds, crisscrossing each other through the air like an endless, moving spiderweb.
            All leading to the great Tapestry overhead. Whose souls were they connected to? What fates was I seeing? I didn’t know; there
            was no one in the chamber but me, Raithe, and Meeka . . .
         

         
         My gaze shifted to the jair’oa, still sitting on my stomach, and my blood went cold.

         
         Meeka tilted his head, watching me with guileless black eyes, his tail waving behind him. For an instant, I caught the glint of an ethereal, delicate strand a few inches from the jair’oa’s head. As I stared at it, the thread shimmered into view, stretching away from me until it was lost in the Tapestry. 

         
         “Sparrow.”

         
         A hand pressed to my cheek, and Raithe gently turned me to face him. His expression was concerned, and I realized he had been
            saying my name for a while now. I could see my reflection in his gaze, my eyes wide and unblinking, staring into nothing.
         

         
         “Breathe,” Raithe whispered, and I drew air into my lungs shakily. Apparently, I hadn’t been breathing, either. “Focus on
            my voice, Sparrow. What do you see?”
         

         
         “I see the Tapestry,” I murmured, making him stiffen. “I see . . . all the threads in the Weave. And I can’t . . .” I closed
            my eyes once more, though the images of millions of strands persisted, even through the darkness. “There’s so many,” I choked
            out. “I can’t see anything else.”
         

         
         Raithe said something to Meeka, who sprang off me, the weight vanishing from my chest. Gently, Raithe drew me upright until
            we were kneeling across from each other, though my eyes were still tightly shut. The phantom strands still swayed across the
            blackness, visible even in the darkness behind my lids. Every one of them representing someone’s life, someone’s fate.
         

         
         Someone’s soul.

         
         His hands stroked the sides of my head, fingers sliding through my hair. “Look at me,” he murmured. “Try to see only me. Don’t
            focus on anything else.”
         

         
         I opened my eyes. His face swam in front of mine, intensely beautiful, his searing gaze fixed on me. I tried to see only him, but the threads danced and coiled at the edge of my vision, an endless, chaotic pattern, impossible to ignore. 

         
         “Raithe.” I shook my head slightly, feeling his grip tighten. “I can’t . . . It’s not going away—”

         
         He leaned in and kissed me.

         
         It wasn’t a desperate, intense kiss. Just the tender, unhurried press of his lips against mine. I closed my eyes and relaxed
            into him, heart fluttering, every nerve set aflame.
         

         
         I lost track of time, but several heartbeats passed before Raithe finally drew back, his gaze meeting mine once more. He still
            held my head gently between his palms, and one long thumb brushed my cheek as he gave me a small smile.
         

         
         “What about now?” he murmured.

         
         I knew the threads were gone before I looked up. The world was back to normal, though if I concentrated, I could see an ominous
            shimmer in the air. Quickly, I looked away, and the gleam of threads faded.
         

         
         “They’re gone,” I said, slumping in relief. “I guess I have to stop concentrating on seeing the Tapestry for the threads to
            fade out of sight.”
         

         
         Raithe nodded. “I’m glad,” he said, and I heard the relief in his own voice. “Because if that didn’t work, I was going to
            have Meeka bite you to snap you out of it.”
         

         
         Meeka sneezed, sounding indignant. “Not bite human. Human taste terrible, probably. Worse than dead grub.”

         
         Raithe’s expression lightened for a heartbeat before he sobered. His voice held a note of awe as he gazed at me. “You can truly see the strands in the Weave, like the goddess of Fate herself,” he almost breathed. “But how can you use this power to fight the Deathless King?” 

         
         “I don’t know.” I shook my head. “I don’t know what I can do, and . . . I’m terrified to try. I can’t just casually mess around with the threads of Fate—what if I alter the future
            so much it becomes worse than the one with the Deathless King?”
         

         
         Raithe didn’t tell me that idea was ridiculous or impossible. Instead, he rose, drawing me up with him. “We’ll figure it out,”
            he said. “Maederyss wouldn’t have given you this power if she didn’t think you could handle it. But we do need to know what
            you’re capable of, Sparrow. So that you’ll be ready when we face the king.”
         

         
         I shivered. The thought of standing toe-to-toe against the godlike power of the one who had single-handedly destroyed my city
            made me sick. I had no idea what to do with this power, what I could do with this power. If I could do anything at all. What good was seeing all the threads in the Weave if I was facing someone
            who could turn me to dust with a thought?
         

         
         Taking a deep breath, I banished my fear. That day was soon, but it wasn’t here yet. “Well, before I do that,” I muttered,
            gazing around the vast chamber, at the steep walls surrounding us. “I think we need to figure out how to get out of here.
            I don’t see any doors or stairs, do you?”
         

         
         “No,” Raithe said, also looking around. “Unfortunately, I think the chute we came through sealed behind us when we fell.”
            He gazed at the collapsed ceiling far overhead. “We might be able to scale the walls, but it’ll be slow going.”
         

         
         Meeka stood straight up, tail raised and ears pricked to the sky. “Meeka hears something,” he said.

         
         I gazed up at the hole, seeing the clouds swirling ominously through the opening. Lightning flickered, but I didn’t hear anything
            beyond the wind and the faintest bubbling of lava surrounding the temple.
         

         
         “What do you hear?” I asked the jair’oa.

         
         One ear twitched, and he cocked his head. “Buzzing sounds. And . . . wings.”

         
         “Kysa?” I wondered.

         
         Raithe drew in a sharp breath and took a step back, glaring up at the opening. “No,” he growled. “It’s not Kysa. We need to
            get out of here now.”
         

         
         And then I heard it.

         
         The buzzing sound Meeka pointed out was not the droning of rock beetle wings, but the hum of millions of smaller insects flying
            in a swarm. And the beat of wings was not Rhyne’s, it was the ominous thump of tattered leather beating the air.
         

         
         A huge dark shadow blotted out the sky overhead, and the abomination, dripping beetles, worms, and bits of flesh, landed on
            the edge of the crumbled rooftop, opened its rotting jaws, and roared loud enough to make the sands tremble.
         

         
         Vahn had found us.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Twenty-Two

         
         “Get to the edge of the circle,” Raithe ordered, backing swiftly away from the center of the chamber. “Hurry, we can’t be
            caught in the open. Go, Sparrow!”
         

         
         I obeyed, sprinting with him toward the edge of the sands and one of the sheer vertical walls that surrounded us. Meeka sprang
            ahead of us, his long leaps carrying him swiftly over the sand. Fearfully, I stole a glance back and saw the abomination half
            fall, half slither through the opening and land with a resounding boom in the center of the chamber.
         

         
         “Spaaaaaaaarrow.”
         

         
         The wailing roar lanced through my head, bringing tears to my eyes. The sands trembled violently, shaking and tumbling over
            each other as the abomination surged toward us.
         

         
         I hit the vertical wall and leaped up, grasping at the shiny black surface, trying to find whatever handholds I could. But
            there was nothing to be found in the slick walls, and the obsidian sliced my fingers open as I scrabbled at the surface, ultimately
            falling back to the sand.
         

         
         “Raithe!” I spun, facing the massive undead creature plowing through the sand toward us. “What do we do? It’s too steep to
            climb!”
         

         
         Raithe drew his sword and stepped in front of me, facing down the abomination. “Move when I move,” he said as the rotting creature loomed closer. “Meeka,” he went on without taking his eyes from the abomination, “get out of here. Find a place to hide.” 

         
         “Meeka not afraid! Meeka not abandon Fateless!”

         
         The drone of beetle wings buzzed in my ears as the insects swarmed us, landing in my hair and clothes. I flinched, slapping
            one off my arm, feeling several more land on me. Meeka let out a surprisingly fierce snarl and pounced on a beetle that landed
            close to him, driving his sharp incisors through its carapace and biting it in half.
         

         
         He blinked, pricking his ears and staring down at the insect he’d just killed. For a moment, he looked surprised, but then
            he whirled and pinned another insect to the sand, biting through it as he had before.
         

         
         “Spaaaaaaaaaaaaarrow.”

         
         The ground trembled, and my attention was drawn to the massive abomination who was almost upon us.

         
         “I hear you now,” the monster that was Vahn moaned. It slouched through the sand, dragging itself forward. The cloud of droning beetles around
            him, crawling over and through his flesh, made his image slightly blurry. “I hear your heartbeat. I smell your fear. Yours and . . . the other.”

         
         His muzzle curled back from his teeth, those flat white eyes suddenly fixed on Raithe. Worms and grubs dripped from his gums
            and fell, wriggling, to the sand. “The one who took you from me. Who was always in the way. Now he will die. I will take great pleasure in feeling his body
               shatter in my jaws.”

         
         Raithe stepped forward, staring the monster down with narrowed eyes. “Come and get me, then.”

         
         With a howl, the abomination lunged, huge jaws gaping as it bore down on us. Raithe, Meeka, and I dove aside, and I heard
            the boom as the monster slammed into the unyielding obsidian wall. Flesh contorted, bones snapped, and the abomination screamed, making
            my blood curdle. We backed toward the center of the chamber, and the creature slid down the cliff wall. Its neck was bent
            at an odd angle, but as we watched, horrified, the body shifted and sloughed off the wall, bones grinding as it shook its
            head.
         

         
         A raspy huffing sound filled my ears. A chilling moment later, I realized that it was laughter. Mad, panting laughter.

         
         “You cannot kill what is already dead.” The abomination turned, sand and insects falling around it, to stare at us. “This body is a cage. I cannot die, but I feel every living thing that consumes it. The jaws and the legs and the bodies that
               burrow. They are in my flesh, in my skull and veins and mind—I can feel them crawling through my senses.” He shook his head again, spraying beetles and worms everywhere. “There is only one release from this torment.”

         
         The terrible skull turned and found me with those eerie white eyes. For just a moment, the madness in them lifted, and it
            was only Vahn staring out at me. “I’m sorry, Sparrow. I wish it didn’t have to end this way. Why couldn’t you have just come home?”

         
         My throat closed, and the abomination dove into the sand, vanishing beneath the dunes. I watched in horror as the sand swelled,
            then came right at me.
         

         
         Fear flooded my veins, and I ran, heading for the cliff wall once again. I didn’t know where Raithe was, or Meeka. I could hear the rumble of the approaching abomination and didn’t dare look back, knowing I would see a massive swell of sand about to consume me. 

         
         Once more, I hit the wall, scraping my hands on the sharp black surface as I crashed into it. Heart pounding, I spun just
            as a massive maw rose out of the sand, a black hole lined with teeth filling my vision.
         

         
         In that heartbeat between life and death, the world flickered. I saw the gaping mouth of the abomination coming at me through
            a maze of threads, passing through them like they weren’t there. For just a moment, I saw a shimmering strand wrapped around
            the abomination, knotted through the creature’s flesh and tangled in its bones. The rest of the monster glowed a sickly green,
            threads of putrid magic woven throughout its body, stitching it together. But the shining strand at the center . . . that
            was Vahn. His fate. His soul. Tied to a body that wasn’t his.
         

         
         Involuntarily, my hand rose, reaching out even as the abomination came forward to destroy me.

         
         “Fateless!”

         
         Meeka suddenly appeared on my shoulder. He didn’t leap up, he didn’t land on me; he was simply there. I jumped as his tail
            wrapped around my neck, his beady eyes locked on the gaping jaws a second away from crushing us.
         

         
         “Mee—”

         
         And I was somewhere else.

         
         “—ka.”

         
         Another resounding boom echoed through the chamber as the abomination crashed full force into the wall again. The ground shook, and I stumbled on
            the sand, gazing around in astonishment. I was back in the center of the chamber with Meeka clinging to my shoulder, his tiny
            body shaking against me.
         

         
         “Meeka!” I gasped. “You can use magic again?”

         
         The jair’oa curled his tiny claws into my tunic. “Meeka not sure,” he said, his voice sounding weak and breathless. “Strange
            grubs not give much magic. Why human spinning?”
         

         
         With a rumble, the abomination drew back from the wall. Though part of the wall had crumbled where it had struck, leaving
            behind a massive hole, the monster seemed unfazed as it turned, searching the sands for us.
         

         
         Raithe appeared, grabbing my arm and pulling me, jair’oa and all, to him. “Are you both all right?” he asked, his own heart
            racing beneath my hand. I nodded, and he glared up at the top of the cliffs, an impossible distance away. “We have to get
            out of here. Meeka . . .” He looked at the jair’oa. “I saw you blink Sparrow away from the abomination. Would you be able
            to get us back to the top?”
         

         
         “Meeka try.” The jair’oa’s voice was shaky. “Need to kill more grubs, though.” A shudder suddenly racked his small body. “Meeka . . .
            not . . .”
         

         
         He tumbled from my shoulder. I caught him as he fell, my heart constricting in my chest. His heartbeat fluttered like a frantic
            bird under my fingers.
         

         
         “You cannot run forever.”

         
         I looked up. The abomination was coming forward, its steps slow and deliberate now. As if it realized we couldn’t escape.

         
         “Stop resisting, Sparrow.” Vahn’s stern, familiar voice made my stomach turn. “For once in your life, stop fighting so hard to survive. You owe this to me. For all the years I trained you, guided you,
               taught you everything you know. I molded you into the person you are today. And now, I . . . am begging you . . .”

         
         His voice faltered, the shadow of the old Vahn shining through. The Vahn who never begged, bribed, cajoled, or pleaded for
            anything. In that moment, I saw how much pain he was truly in. How horror and desperation had twisted him into something he’d
            never wanted to become. And how much he wanted to die, to stop existing, if only for the suffering to end.
         

         
         “Please.” Vahn took another step, the soulless white eyes of the abomination staring into mine. “This is the last thing I will ever ask of you, Sparrow. No more pain. No more lies, or betrayal, or suffering. We can meet
               the Weaver together, finally free of everything that holds us here.”

         
         “And what of those left behind?” I asked shakily, Meeka’s heartbeat still racing under my fingertips. I felt Raithe’s steady
            presence beside me and shook my head. “What about everyone who has to deal with the Deathless King that you unleashed? What about all the other threads that are in danger when the Deathless King decides that he is going to become
            the new god of Fate? No one will be safe then, Vahn. Not even those that have yet to be woven into the Tapestry.”
         

         
         “And you think you can stop it?”

         
         The world flickered again, images of reality overlaying each other. I saw the glimmer of threads all around me, and within the core of the abomination, the tangled knot of Vahn’s soul, pulsing weakly within its prison of flesh. Again, I was filled with that sudden urge to reach out, take hold of that thread, and pull it away. 

         
         The abomination clawed at its head, raking skin and rotten flesh from its skull, and the image faded. Worms wriggled out of
            the gashes, falling to the sand, making my stomach churn. “Vahn,” I whispered, as those dead eyes stared at me, madness and
            resignation shining from their depths. “Let me help you,” I said. “I can make the pain stop. We can end this right here. Just
            let me send you on to the Weaver, and you can finally be free.”
         

         
         For a timeless moment, the abomination that was Vahn stood there, silent. I hesitated, heart pounding, then turned and handed
            Meeka to Raithe, putting the small body into his hands. He gazed at me, eyes questioning, but didn’t protest or ask what I
            was doing.
         

         
         “I know you’re in pain,” I said, taking a few steps toward the hulking mound of flesh and bone. “I know that we’ve been enemies
            in the past, and that you blame me for not submitting to the Deathless King, but that isn’t important now.” I took another
            step toward the silent abomination, holding out my hand. “We’ve both suffered losses and failures, but I’m tired of fighting
            you. I don’t want us to be enemies at the end. Can we just . . . leave it behind, and see each other as we were?”
         

         
         “I can’t.”

         
         My heart clenched. The words were almost a sob. I took another few steps forward. Now I was close enough to stand in the abomination’s shadow, see the hordes of beetles crawling through its flesh and bones. The worms wriggling beneath its skin. “I want to talk to the Guildmaster,” I whispered. “The man who taught me how to pick a lock, how to evade the guards, how to think my way around any problem. I want to see that Vahn, not the ma’jhet he became.” 

         
         Silence. The hulking form of the abomination sat motionless beneath the swarms of insects. I blinked, and could see the thread
            within the monster, knotted and tangled. I just needed another few steps to reach out and grab it—
         

         
         “No.”

         
         The abomination raised its head, the madness in its eyes flickering brighter, swallowing everything else. “That man is gone,” it rumbled. “That Vahn never existed in the first place. The Guildmaster of Kovass was a ruse, a mask to be worn until the rise of the Deathless King.”

         
         It turned on me, and I stumbled backward, slipping on the sand. Its tattered wings flared, blotting out the sky, as the gleam
            in its eyes blazed brighter and brighter. “I am Vahn, once head ma’jhet of the Deathless King. Even in death, I will complete the final task my king has given me, and end the Fateless once and for all!”

         
         It lunged with a roar. I was too close to scramble out of the way and could only watch those jaws surge closer. Even then,
            I could see the tangled thread within the monster, and reached out, knowing I would be far too late.
         

         
         Something hit me from the side, yanking me out of the way, and Raithe and I went tumbling through the sand together. Vahn crashed into the place we had been, howling, shaking his head, worms, sand, and beetles flying everywhere as he thrashed. Raithe and I scrambled away, but my heart still cried out in despair, seeing that shining thread still tangled within the monster. Knowing I couldn’t get close enough to free it. 

         
         “Sparrow!”

         
         And then I heard a different drone of wings, and a pair of dark silhouettes dropped from the opening and flew toward us. One
            of them turned and swooped toward the abomination, flying directly at its face. A spear flew from the beetle’s back, striking
            the monster in the forehead. The weapon clinked off the exposed bone, and the abomination roared, rearing up to meet the rider,
            who swung around in the air to face it. I saw the gleam of Kysa’s black armor and the glint of Halek’s golden hair as they
            circled, Rhyne’s wings buzzing loudly overhead.
         

         
         A shadow fell over me, and Ratuk landed in the sand beside us with a snort. Staggering forward, I threw my arms around his
            horn, feeling the rock beetle’s solid presence like a boulder against me.
         

         
         “Ratuk,” I whispered, hearing his snort of impatience. “I’m so glad to see you.”

         
         The rock beetle huffed. Raithe leaped onto his back and held out a hand, pulling me up in front of him. As I slid into the
            saddle, I looked back at the abomination. It was still raging at Halek and Kysa, lost to madness and lashing out at anything
            that was close. As Raithe’s arms slid around me and Ratuk’s wings opened, ready to take off, I drew in a quiet breath.
         

         
         “No,” I whispered. “I can’t leave him. Not like this.”

         
         “Sparrow.” Raithe’s voice was a warning. “You heard what he said. He will kill you if you go back. The man you knew is gone.”

         
         “I know.” Tears threatened, regret and loss clawing at me from within, but I forced them down. The time for grief was past.
            “But that doesn’t mean I can’t save him.” I looked back at Raithe, meeting those pale eyes. “I know what I have to do—I just
            need to get close enough.”
         

         
         He gazed at me, then sighed. “What do you need me to do?”

         
         Relief bloomed. “Distract him,” I said. “I don’t need long, just a few seconds at most. But I have to be right up on him,
            close enough to touch.”
         

         
         A muscle worked in Raithe’s jaw, but he nodded. “All right,” he agreed. “I don’t know what you’re going to do, Sparrow, but
            we’ll give you as much time as we can. Just . . .” His hand rose, pressing to the side of my face. “Be careful.”
         

         
         “I will.”

         
         “Wait.”

         
         Raithe’s tunic wriggled, and a moment later Meeka’s head poked out, blinking. “Take Meeka,” he said, clawing himself out of
            Raithe’s shirt. “Meeka come. Meeka help.”
         

         
         I winced. The jair’oa didn’t look great; his eyes were bleary and his movements sluggish. “Meeka, no,” I said. “You’re still
            hurt. Stay here with Raithe.”
         

         
         “Not hurt.” The jair’oa crawled onto my leg. “Meeka still has small magic. Maybe. But Meeka come. Help Fateless.” He half
            leaped, half scrambled onto my shoulder. “Not afraid. Kill dead thing once and for all.”
         

         
         I swallowed the lump in my throat, feeling his tiny body press close. “All right,” I said, turning forward. “Then let’s get this done. Ratuk, up!” 

         
         The rock beetle’s carapace split open, translucent green wings spreading outward. With a familiar drone that made my teeth
            vibrate, he rose into the air, soaring above the sand. I leaned my weight to the side, and Ratuk banked sharply, heading toward
            the abomination and the one-sided battle taking place in the center of the room.
         

         
         As we flew forward, my eyes were locked on my target: that thin, shimmering knot within the hulk of rotting meat and flesh.
            It flickered in and out of existence, and as Ratuk swooped lower, my muscles tensed, and my heart beat faster.
         

         
         “All right, Ratuk.” I patted the beetle’s shell. “Listen to Raithe until I’m back. Meeka, are you ready?”

         
         “Meeka ready!”

         
         I leaped off Ratuk. Hitting the sand, I rolled with the momentum, holding Meeka close to shield him from the impact. Coming
            up on my feet, I stared up into the massive bulk of the abomination. Beetles swarmed through its flesh, and the stench from
            being this close made my eyes water. I blinked away tears and let my eyes unfocus, and the world flickered into that strange,
            hazy state where everything was blurred and unreal.
         

         
         Time seemed to slow. I saw the tangle of thread within the abomination, wrapped around its bones and woven through its flesh,
            the knot centered at its core. I reached out, but at that moment, the abomination swung its huge, terrible head around, and
            I saw myself reflected in its dead white eyes.
         

         
         “Fateless. Now you will die.”

         
         Its head snaked forward, jaws gaping. I lunged, reaching out desperately, and my fingers brushed something thin and almost
            insubstantial. Darkness fell as those jaws closed on me, and I shut my eyes.
         

         
         “Meeka, now!”

         
         Cool air hit my face. Gasping, I looked up to find myself kneeling several yards behind the abomination. Meeka lay limp and
            motionless beside me, his tail brushing my leg, and my heart clenched painfully in my chest. I placed one hand on his body,
            feeling the rise and fall of his breath through his fur, and breathed a sigh of relief.
         

         
         “Meeka.” He didn’t stir, but his ear twitched at the sound of my voice, and I slumped in the sand. “Thank you.”

         
         Something tickled my other palm, like a hair being drawn across my skin, and I looked down.

         
         A gleaming thread was wrapped around my hand, shining with the faintest of light. It flowed away from me over the sand, and
            my gaze followed it . . . all the way to the heart of the abomination, which had turned and was now staring at me. It didn’t
            move, gazing at the thread in my hand as if it could sense it. For just a moment, the huge body of the abomination trembled,
            fear and hope pouring off its rotting form, making my throat close. I took a deep breath and stood, raising my arm to the
            creature before me.
         

         
         “This ends now,” I whispered, and gave it a tug.

         
         The knot within the abomination uncoiled. The tangles loosened, unraveled, and then the entire thread came free, spiraling up and away from the prison of dead flesh that had held it for so long. The enormous mound of rotting dragon shuddered once and collapsed, wings crashing to the sand, head hitting the dunes with a thump. The swarm of beetles and worms abandoned the corpse, scuttling out of its body and streaming away over the sand, and the monster’s flesh began to shrivel. Skin and muscle withered, peeling back from the bones and shrinking to nothing, until only the massive skeleton of a once great dragon remained half buried in the sand. As I watched, the bones, too, crumbled, dissolving to dust and ash and blowing away on the wind. 

         
         I breathed in the dusty air and let it out slowly. It was done. The abomination was gone, the magic holding it together faded
            with the unraveling of the soul. I prayed to the goddess that I would never have to face something like that again.
         

         
         “Sparrow.”

         
         I swallowed. The shimmering thread was still wrapped around my palm, the end flowing behind me. I turned and met the solemn
            gaze of the Guildmaster, standing a few paces away.
         

         
         I bit the corner of my lip to keep the tears at bay. In the dim light of the chamber, Vahn glowed with hazy luminance, his
            body pale and transparent. A wispy strand attached to his chest hovered over the sand, flowing to me, the end still wrapped
            around my palm.
         

         
         Vahn gazed at me in silence. A faint, exasperated smile crossed his face, and he shook his head. “Stubborn child,” he murmured, his voice sounding as it once had, before everything had happened between us. Before betrayals and Deathless Kings and broken promises. Before he became my enemy, the leader of the ma’jhet. When he was just Vahn. “Even in this, you couldn’t leave things alone.”

         
         I took a furtive breath to open my throat and glared at him. “Did you want to stay trapped in that thing forever?”

         
         A pained look crossed Vahn’s ghostly face, and he closed his eyes. “I won’t apologize, Sparrow,” he whispered. “I might’ve wished for things between us to be different, but I still would have raised the king, even knowing what I had
               to sacrifice. Even knowing that sacrifice was you. None of this would have changed. I’m sorry if you were hoping for something
               different.

         
         “But . . .” He opened his eyes again, gazing at me with an expression I had rarely seen on the Guildmaster of Kovass. “I will say this—I am proud of you. Even when Fate dictated that we must be enemies, even when I was doing my best to end
               your life, I cannot deny that you have become an incredible young woman. Brave, resourceful, powerful . . . everything that
               the Deathless King fears. I am proud to have called you a daughter, even for a short while.”

         
         The tears that had been gathering behind my eyes finally spilled over. “I wanted to make you proud, once,” I whispered. “There
            was a time when your approval was all I wished for. But now . . .” I raised my hand, gazing at the shining thread curled around
            my palm. “I’ll be content that our war is finally over. That when I go to fight the Deathless King, I won’t have to face you
            as well.”
         

         
         “Sparrow . . .”

         
         “Goodbye, Vahn,” I whispered, and opened my fingers, releasing the thread into the sky. It unwrapped from my palm and drifted up, catching the wind as it rose ever higher. “Fate smile on you, and may your next life be a happy one.” 

         
         Vahn’s outline shimmered, and he began to fray at the edges, unraveling like a cloth whose loose thread was being pulled.
            But those dark eyes stayed locked on mine, a dozen unspoken emotions churning in his gaze. For a moment, he smiled, a real,
            genuine smile, full of pride and regret and maybe a little forgiveness, right before he unraveled completely, frayed into
            nothing, and disappeared.
         

         
         I closed my eyes, letting the tears fall, uncaring of the wetness streaming down my face. That was twice now I’d had to kill
            him. Twice where I’d had to say goodbye to the man who had raised me. But at least, this time, it would be the last. His soul
            was finally free. It would return to the Weave to be woven into a new life, far from the grip of the Deathless King. I would
            never see him again, and even if our paths crossed, we wouldn’t recognize each other. But that was the cycle of Fate. I would
            be happy knowing that his thread was where it belonged at last.
         

         
         I turned and met the gazes of my friends, those whose stories were tangled with mine. Halek and Kysa, standing in front of
            the two rock beetles. Kysa’s bandaged arm was in a sling, and her face was still tight with pain, but she stood tall and proud
            with her spear in her other hand. Halek stood next to her, very close, I noticed, and there was a protectiveness in his stance
            that I hadn’t seen before. He met my gaze with one of his rakish grins, blue eyes sparkling, and the weight in my chest eased
            just a little.
         

         
         “Fateless.” Kysa stepped forward, drawing my attention. She was breathing hard, her jaw clenched, but that the insect rider was able to move at all was testament to how tough she was. “We saw the abomination fly in and knew we had to come help,” she said. “Ratuk nearly went flying off without us. Nothing would stop him from going to you. However . . .” She faltered, her gaze going to where the abomination had collapsed and disappeared moments before. “Am I correct in assuming you found the loom?” 

         
         I nodded, and the insect rider went slightly pale. “Then you truly have the power of the goddess,” she whispered. “You can
            change the course of Fate.”
         

         
         “Human!”

         
         Meeka leaped onto my shoulder, butting the top of his head into my chin. “Dead thing gone,” he said, black eyes shining with
            what could only be satisfaction. “Human has goddess loom. Meeka keep promise to Rememberers. Did good?”
         

         
         I nodded. “You did,” I said as the tiny jair’oa puffed up with pride. “You were amazing, Meeka. But what will you do now?
            Go back to your nest?”
         

         
         “Meeka not know.” He sat back on his haunches, thinking. “But nest not need Meeka. Human need Meeka.” He gazed up at me, swiveling
            his ears forward. “Meeka has magic again. Small magic. Not tasty.” He wrinkled his nose. “But . . . enough. If human wants
            Meeka, Meeka will come. Help fight god king.”
         

         
         “You’re always welcome with us,” I told him. “But are you sure you want to come, Meeka? We’re going to try to stop the Deathless
            King. It’s going to be dangerous.”
         

         
         “Meeka come.” He twitched his whiskers at me. “Not afraid.”

         
         “No.” I scratched him between the ears. “Not you. You’re the bravest.”

         
         I looked at the final member of our party, who stood quietly beside Ratuk, watching us. As our eyes met, he stepped forward,
            closing the distance until we were right in front of each other. Meeka sniffed and leaped off my shoulder, but I barely felt
            him go. I gazed into the eyes of the kahjai and caught glimpses of hesitancy and awe, as if he stood before a divine being
            and was uncertain how to proceed. As if he was unworthy to touch a goddess.
         

         
         I shook my head, unwilling to let that thought go any further, and stepped into him, pulling him close. He let out a breath and caught me in a tight embrace. Closing
            my eyes, I hugged him as close as I could, listening to his heartbeat, feeling his warmth surround me, a shield from all the
            fear and loss and uncertainty that still clawed at my mind. The hardest battle still loomed on the horizon; the confrontation
            with the Deathless King was closer than ever now. But as long as I had my assassin beside me, I could find the courage to
            face him.
         

         
         “What do we do now, Raithe?” I asked as we pulled back. “Where do we go from here?”

         
         “If you will allow it,” he began, “I think we should return to Irrikah. The queen will want to know that we were successful in finding the loom. She will aid us in the coming fight with the Deathless King. And . . .” He hesitated. “She might be able to help you with your powers, Sparrow. If you are going to face the king, you need to know exactly what you’re capable of.” 

         
         I shivered. I didn’t really want to go back to Irrikah, but Raithe was right. This power was entirely new to me. I could see
            the threads in the Tapestry, and I could even untangle a bound soul and return it to the Weave, but how would that help me
            with the Deathless King? Though the thought of standing before the queen again made my stomach clench, the idea of facing
            the godlike destruction of the Deathless King without knowing what I could do was even worse.
         

         
         I looked over at the others, particularly Kysa.

         
         The insect rider stood stiffly a moment, then sighed. “Agreed,” she said, and I felt Raithe relax, very slightly. “We have
            the means to face the Deathless King, but we are going to need every advantage if we are to have a chance of defeating him.
            Even if that means accepting aid from another Deathless.”
         

         
         Halek groaned. “Back to Irrikah, huh?” he said, and gave a slightly pained grin. “Not that I’m complaining about returning
            to paradise again, but Weaver’s mercy, it’s going to be such a long trip.”
         

         
         I was about to agree, when Raithe suddenly stiffened and stepped back from me. A strange look crossed his face, and one hand
            went to his temple. Alarmed, I watched him stagger away, his face tight with confusion and pain. A shudder racked his body,
            and he fell to his knees in the sand.
         

         
         “Raithe!”

         
         “Get back, Sparrow,” he rasped as I lunged beside him. Gritting his teeth, he closed his eyes, hands curling painfully in the sand. Helpless, I could only watch as his shoulders hunched, trembling, and he bowed his head. “Stay away,” he gritted out. “I don’t know what she will—” 

         
         Light erupted from him. Wincing, I half turned, shielding my eyes, as the brilliant luminance swallowed the hunched form kneeling
            in the sand. Unwilling to leave him, I squinted through tears, as the form of light grew, changed, and turned into something
            else.
         

         
         The brilliant glow faded, and the figure in the sand stood up, rising to its full, intimidating height. Depthless black eyes
            peered down at me, silver hair flowing around her like water, and her full, perfect lips curled into a smile.
         

         
         “Hello, Fateless,” the Deathless queen said. “Now that you have succeeded in finding the loom, I believe we need to have a
            chat, goddess to goddess.”
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