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Description 1



For my children, the Beloved Three





Tho’ much is taken, much abides; and tho’

We are not now that strength which in old days

Moved earth and heaven, that which we are, we are;

One equal temper of heroic hearts,

Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will

To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.

—ALFRED TENNYSON
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One for the Sun

Two for the Moon

Three for the Stars, Beloved.

Raea in power to grow the trees

Silith in strength to draw the seas

And Lyria in light to guide us.

—AN HONORIAN LULLABY



Fiametta Raeana, postulant of the Order of Blessed Raea the Sun, paced her cloister’s southern breezeway with the feral energy of a mountain cat. She’d been pacing for fully half an hour, ever since a soria came to fetch her from where she sat by the sea, nursing her small daughter Miriel. Matria Dolenza wants a word, the soria had said, and nerves blazed to life in Fia, for she knew exactly what the Matria wanted.

Fia had brought Miriel along, though she ought to have handed the baby off to any one of the sorias who doted on her. She hoped that sweet, helpless Miriel might serve as an inducement to the Matria to look on her more favorably. Bright Raea knew Fia needed all the help she could get in that regard. More than that, though, she wanted the reassurance of Miriel’s presence—the child grounded and comforted her when nothing else could. Miriel served as a reminder of everything Fia had left behind, and of why she’d chosen to walk out of her old life one winter night, without so much as shoes for her feet or a brass penny for her pocket.

The mountains haunted Fia still—the lack she had lived with there, not just privations of the body but of the heart and mind and soul. Her child would never know such things. So Fia swore to herself the day she felt the baby quicken in her belly, and she had striven toward that end every day since.

Resting on her mother’s hip, Miriel let out a soft, querulous sound. Fia sighed and ceased her pacing for the sake of the child. Shifting her daughter a little, she drew in a long, slow breath of the cloister’s air and shut her eyes in an attempt to settle herself.

The smell of brine and lye soap and green things growing.

The heat of a plains afternoon in high summer, only made bearable by occasional breezes that gusted in from the sea.

Sorias laughing and chattering at their work, their constant murmuring a counterpoint to the high, clear voices of the cloister’s small fosters, who played in the shady corners of the many courtyards.

Fia would have thought it all felt like home, but home had been a misery and a torment, a place to hang white-knuckled onto life, even when death sometimes seemed preferable. To her, the cloister felt like everything home had not been. It felt like security. Like potential. Like safety. But for now, at least, the cloister and life led within its walls were not hers to keep. Until she’d made her fidelity oath and become a soria, all this serenity and safety could be torn from her grasp at any time—in the next few moments, perhaps. So none of the ripe, reassuring atmosphere served to quiet Fia’s jangling nerves, because it did not belong to her yet.

At last, she bowed her head and nuzzled her face against Miriel’s, drawing in the one scent that calmed her when all others failed. Milk. Clean water. A hint of lavender. The impossible soft velvet of infant skin. The scent of her own heart made manifest.

The scent of hope.

Opening her eyes, Fia looked down at Miriel and found a toothless smile on her daughter’s achingly familiar face.

“It tempts fate to be so happy, love,” Fia murmured, brushing a kiss onto the baby’s forehead. “And we don’t need fate tempted, not today of all days.”

Miriel made a pleased sound in reply, and grasped Fia’s thick braid with one dimpled fist. Something electric ran through Fia. A shock of love, of the reckless passion that had risen in her heart the day she first felt Miriel stir inside her. It still took Fia by surprise sometimes, that she should be able to sustain such breadth of feeling. But here she stood, and since the moment it had first ignited, her love for Miriel had never ceased to burn like fire in her bones. Fia did not fully understand the strength of it or why it often felt like fury. All she knew was that loving Miriel had given her the courage to remake her life.

And Miriel, with her fuzz of golden curls and her beaming, six-month smile, comprehended none of that. Her life, by comparison to what Fia’s had been, was steady, secure, and measured, hedged in by the impenetrable bulwark of her mother’s intemperate love.

A discordant sound rose from across the courtyard that spread out before Fia like a verdant jewel, rich with garden beds and olive trees. Loud voices lifted in blustering anger cut across the laughter of sorias and the playful shrieks of cloister children. Fia watched as Aurelia, the Matria’s right hand, gathered up her kirtle and hurried to where a small group of well-dressed plains farmers stood arguing with a far lower-ranked soria. Though Miriel consumed most of Fia’s time and energy, it hadn’t escaped her notice that there was tension between Raea’s cloister and the people of the Solis Plains, most of whom worked as tenants of the goddess, farming Raea’s land and gathering Raea’s harvests. The sun goddess was surpassingly generous, but of late, Matria Dolenza had been less munificent than the plains folk were accustomed to. Some were unhappy with her governance and did not realize their great good fortune in serving a mistress who permitted such voluble grievances and often heard them personally.

Soria Aurelia approached the tenant farmers with a disarming smile, her hands spread wide in welcome. Doubtless they’d be mollified within a quarter hour at most, sent off with bottles of the cloister’s coveted summer wine, presents of honey cakes, and assurances of Raea’s pleasure in their obedience. The sorias were masters of restoring goodwill without ever actually granting concessions. Raea’s daughters might be placid and bright and diligent, extending easy camaraderie to anyone they encountered, but beneath their sunny exteriors, every one possessed a spine of iron and the stubbornness of a wild mountain jenny.

“Fia?” Matria Dolenza’s voice called out from within the recesses of her study. “I’m ready for you now.”

Fia pressed another kiss to Miriel’s cheek. “All right, my heart. One oath and all our wandering is finished. Just a few words and we’ll be bound to this cloister and to a life of peace.”

But even as she spoke, Fia’s worry flared up. She swallowed around an anxious tightening in her throat, for she’d learned long ago that certainty was an indulgence best left to fools. Still, the very air in Raea’s cloister was saturated with it. Calm and purpose and certainty were as pervasive here as the smell of the sea. The question was, would Fia be allowed a part of it? Would she be permitted to stay?

With a backward glance at the sun-soaked courtyard onto which the breezeway led out, Fia pushed her way into the study. The crescentcloth tapestry that served Matria Dolenza for a door settled into place behind her, the near-transparent weave of its back side allowing a view of the courtyard. The outward-facing image, by contrast, showed a deftly woven scene of the Solis Plains at harvest time, and afforded no glimpse of the Matria’s sanctum.

Matria Dolenza was behind her desk, the only sound in the room the scratching of her quill pen. Fia stole a look around herself—in seven months at the cloister, she’d never seen the interior of Dolenza’s study before. It was a cool, sparsely furnished stone room, as spare and duty-bound as the Matria herself.

“Why not sit?” Matria Dolenza said without looking up, and reluctantly, Fia took the unornamented wooden chair across from her.

This wasn’t what Fia had expected. She’d anticipated smiles and embraces from a few of the higher-ranking sorias waiting to hear her fidelity oath, as they’d done for Soria Beatrice two months back. She sat in silence, suspicion growing in her like a shadow as Matria Dolenza finished writing and scattered sand across the page.

At last, Dolenza looked up and fixed Fia with a searching stare. The Matria wore a soria’s headscarf much of the time, bound with the woven band that marked her station as head of the order, but Fia had seen her without the scarf once before. Though Matria Dolenza’s ebony-skinned face was smooth and hardly lined, her hair had been an exuberance of curling iron gray. There was something unknowable and canny about her eyes, too, and Fia was no closer to guessing the Matria’s age now than she had been upon first arriving at the cloister.

“Fiametta Raeana,” Matria Dolenza said by way of greeting, and Fia bowed her head. “Is there something you need?”

For a moment, Fia said nothing. The Matria had sent for her, after all. And it was, to the very day, the end of her four-month term as a postulant. Nothing stood between her and the protection of the cloister now, save for a single oath. But when Dolenza let the silence go uninterrupted, the question she’d asked hanging on the air, Fia fixed her gaze on Miriel’s sweet face. She needed the courage her daughter afforded, and wanted, too, to draw Dolenza’s attention to the baby. If she could not be moved for Fia’s sake, perhaps she might be for Miriel’s.

“My postulant’s term finished this morning, Matria,” Fia said.

Dolenza looked past Fia, to the lively courtyard beyond. Aurelia was leading the tenant farmers away, their voices already better humored, their postures speaking of anticipation now rather than irritation. One of the cloister’s fosters wandered quite close to the breezeway, a little black-haired and ivory-skinned girl with a birdlike way about her. She wove back and forth between the vegetable beds while a dutiful soria followed in her wake, holding up a crepe sunshade and occasionally smiling down at the child.

There were dozens of fosters like this at Raea’s great house by the sea—Corrinian children, whose parents had fled the tiny, beleaguered nation to the north and found no safe harbor elsewhere. Across much of the continent of the Hand, it was forbidden to offer shelter to those who’d left Corrin in the vain hope of building a new life. But in Fia’s homeland of Honoria, parentless cloister children were considered citizens by default. Corrinian families occasionally left their precious young ones behind in the dead of night, entrusting them indefinitely to Matria Dolenza’s care as they traveled on, searching for a haven they were unlikely to find. And Dolenza welcomed every foundling as an unlooked-for gift, making space for each new arrival in a cloister that was already full to bursting.

Let it be so with Miriel and I, Fia thought briefly, before cutting her eyes back to the Matria.

It wasn’t only Corrin’s children Dolenza concerned herself with—the troubled country to the north consumed the bulk of the goods and alms Raea’s cloister formerly returned to their tenants. Dolenza insisted on propping up the people of Corrin as best she could, either by open-handedness to the refugees who passed through her halls, or by covert shipments of foodstuffs, cloth, and coin to those still doggedly clinging to life on Corrin’s barren hills. Tools would do the Corrinians no good—their soil was stripped of virtue, their people wracked by plagues. Only the kindness of patrons like Dolenza kept anyone alive there. A remnant of Corrin’s citizens doggedly refused to leave, knowing the laws that governed the continent of the Hand would render their land open to claims by neighboring nations if it lay empty for long.

“You still wish to become a soria of this cloister?” Dolenza asked Fia sternly, showing none of her prodigious kindness now.

Fia fought to hide a growing sense of panic. “Yes, Matria.”

“That’s what you want, more than anything else?”

“Of course.”

Dolenza’s eyes caught Fia’s and held them, and Fia nearly flinched, the Matria’s gaze was so sharp.

“There’s no certainty about these things. Is this life—a cloistered life, a soria’s life, dedicated to work and our community and Blessed Raea the Sun—what you want above all else?”

Fia chose her words carefully. “What I want is peace and security for myself and for my daughter, Matria. I know a soria’s life can grant us that.”

“Just yourself and your daughter?” Matria Dolenza asked, shaking the sand from her letter onto the study’s flagstone floor. With deft hands, she folded the page, not bothering to seal it. “Is there no one else you care for? No one else for whom you want—what is it you said? Peace and security?”

“You’ll think me very hard-hearted, I’m sure,” Fia answered, not fool enough to lie. She’d seen Dolenza divine the truth behind deception in merchants and nobles and sorias alike. Even if it hurt Fia’s cause, she would be honest. “But no. To me there is no one else I strive for, beyond myself and my daughter.”

Once more, the Matria fixed her eyes on Fia, but her gaze had softened. “I don’t think you hard-hearted. Shortsighted, perhaps. Ignorant of the world. But those things can be remedied. A loveless heart cannot.”

Fia gathered her courage and her wits one final time. If this was to be the end of her respite at the cloister, she’d speak in her own defense. She’d come too far and lived through too much to do anything less.

“What is it you want from me, Matria? You’re the one who summoned me. Is it to tell me you won’t hear my oath? That I’m no longer welcome at Raea’s house and must take my daughter and go back out into the world? You know how I came to you—with nothing and no one but the child in my belly. If you cast us out, we’ll be destitute again.”

Dolenza got to her feet. She crossed the study’s shady interior and pushed back the crescentcloth tapestry by the door, so that more sun filtered in, and a fresh sea breeze blew through the room. “Come here to me.”

Reluctantly, Fia obeyed, moving to the Matria’s side.

“Do you see that child?” Dolenza asked, gesturing to the little black-haired girl. “Do you know her name?”

“Celina, I think. Forgive me, Matria, I’m still learning all the fosters’ names.”

“No, you’re right,” Dolenza said. “Has anyone told you who her parents are?”

Fia frowned, glancing down at Miriel. The baby had one fat, dimpled hand stuffed into her mouth and sucked on it happily, dribbling frothy saliva down the front of her tiny linen kirtle. Instinct moved Fia as she wiped Miriel’s chin with one of her own sleeves.

“I assumed Celina is an orphan,” Fia said. “Or that her parents are Corrinians who entrusted their daughter to us. There are so many of their children here, after all.”

“Celina’s father is Orden Inver,” Dolenza said, her voice even.

Fia’s head snapped up. “The king of all Honoria is that child’s father? What’s wrong with her? Is she a bastard?”

Dolenza gave Fia a long-suffering look. “Honestly, Fia, you may be the only person in Honoria who hasn’t heard the story. Did you keep yourself intentionally ignorant before coming to us?”

Fia tried not to glower, and failed. “If I had anything to wager, I’d bet no one else from my village has heard of Celina Inver, either. We didn’t get a lot of news, Matria, at the end of civilization. We knew there was a king somewhere—couldn’t escape knowing it when his pressers ransacked the village every year searching for able-bodied folk to conscript into his army. But not one in two of us could have told you his name, or where our people were sent. All we knew was that they left and never came back.”

Outside, Celina fell and scrambled back up, her small face scrunched in determination. Her hands were coated with dust, which she wiped onto the unbleached linen of her apron. Then she carried on until the contents of a particular garden bed drew her attention and she stopped, distracted by the opportunity to uproot a melon vine.

“Celina is goddess-marked,” Dolenza explained. “The day after the Invers held her naming ceremony, Wise Silith the Moon set her emblem on the child. Which makes her one of us, Fia. Someone marked out for fidelity to the goddesses, whether she chooses to follow that path or not. Orden Inver was furious and wouldn’t have her in his sight. So she was sent here.”

Fia’s free hand went to her own goddess mark—the sunburst at the nape of her neck, which had appeared there in her tenth year. The Invers, with their younger gods, did not tolerate worship of any of the Beloved Three save Raea. If Silith the Moon or Lyria the Stars chose you for their service, you were expected to cleave to Raea, if you wished, in substitution for your intended goddess, or to renounce the Three altogether and live faithless, or as a devotee of the Inver gods. The last was certainly the choice the Invers would prefer, but few goddess-marked made it.

“Why would the king send his child to Raea?” Fia asked in confusion.

She shivered in spite of the late morning heat. Just the idea of being parted from Miriel wrenched at her, leaving her breathless and filled with helpless anger.

“It was the strategic choice,” Matria Dolenza said from where she stood, studying the small girl in the courtyard, just as Fia was doing. “The Invers have been skirmishing again with Caervallion in the north, these last few years, and Caervallion remains faithful to Silith’s worship in name, even if their practice has grown corrupt. If they were to gain control of Celina, with her mark—”

“They’d bring her up in their ways and seek to place her on the throne,” Fia finished for the Matria. Though Dolenza often chided Fia for her ignorance, since coming to the cloister she’d learned a great deal, helped along by a ready mind and a knack for discerning the temperaments and motives of others. “A child both Inver enough for Honoria’s nobles to accept, and Silithien enough to offer fealty to Caervallion.”

Dolenza nodded. “So here Celina Inver stays. She is safe. She is well looked after. And Bright Raea is powerful enough, even in her latter days, that no one will risk insult to her by spiriting away one of her fosters.”

Fia moved Miriel from one hip to the other. It had not escaped her notice that the cloister was a power to be reckoned with. She’d known before that it was famous and prosperous, and that all of inland Honoria ate through winter thanks to the wheat and saltfish that came from the Solis Plains—and by extension, from Raea’s halls. What she had not known was the degree to which the cloister seemed to rest at the heart of every significant trade agreement made in Honoria, or how Dolenza served as a confidante and advisor to most of the country’s merchants, and a good half of those who came from elsewhere.

“Is it Raea people fear risking insult to, or is it you?” Fia asked mildly. She had not learned true deference yet, or when to hold her tongue. Neither skill had been needed to survive life in the mountains, and so she had not bothered cultivating them. She’d tried, since coming to the cloister, but it was slow going.

Dolenza went back to her desk, frustration finally evident in the set of her shoulders.

“I will not hear your fidelity oath this morning. In fact, I’m sending you away,” she said abruptly. “But not for long. And not with your daughter—Miriel will stay here with us.”

Hot, unreasoning fury pooled in Fia’s belly, breathtaking in its intensity.

“Never. I go nowhere without my child,” she snapped. She fought the urge to tighten her hold on Miriel, instead shifting her grip so that the baby rested with her chest against Fia’s own, her head up, wide bright eyes taking in the world that served as a constant source of wonder. Fia could not help herself—she pressed her cheek to Miriel’s first, then her lips, drinking in the child. Her sweet smell, her softness, her innocence, the way she looked first to Fia regardless of who else was present. Miriel saw only good in her mother, as no one else had ever done. It broke Fia’s heart and mended it all at once, setting a great, wild desire in her to be worthy of that perfect regard.

“If you wish to join this cloister, you will do as I say.” There was stone in Matria Dolenza’s voice, but at Fia’s stricken look, she relented. “You’ll be back before you’re even missed. A three-day errand, with Miriel safe among my sorias, doted on and as well cared for as if you were here yourself. Then when you return, I’ll hear your fidelity oath with a glad heart.”

“Miriel’s a nursling yet,” Fia protested. “How will you feed her, Matria?”

Dolenza smiled, the expression a calculated one. “What’s good for the goats is good for the goddess. She won’t go hungry with plenty of fresh goat’s milk on hand, and I won’t be swayed. If you wish to remain here, you’ll do as I ask.”

“A three-day errand?” There was bitterness in Fia’s grudging tone. She should have known things had been too simple since she left the mountains and crossed the expanse of the Solis Plains. Now her ill luck reared its head once more.

“A three-day errand,” Matria Dolenza assured her. She took up the letter she’d been writing when Fia came in and held it out. With considerable reluctance, Fia accepted it. “A mule is already waiting for you. Soria Beatrice will take charge of Miriel. You’re to travel to Inverlyn and deliver this note into the hands of our little foster Celina’s mother, mistress of all Honoria.”

Fia’s bitterness turned to disbelief. “I’m to deliver a letter to the queen?”

“Yes, Fia,” Matria Dolenza said firmly. “You are. And you’re to be swift about it. While I keep the souls in my care safe from dire news as often as I may, trouble is brewing in Honoria, and no one will remain ignorant of it much longer. Orden Inver has tired of toying with Caervallion and has declared his intention to overthrow their king and claim their capital come harvest time. If he has his way, every last soul in Honoria will serve his lust for conquest before the end.”

Once more, Fia pressed her face to Miriel’s, this time searching for some sense of reassurance. Misgivings rose strongly in her—she’d fled the mountain village she was born to because it was a place of deprivation and cruelty. The Inver capital might be known for its excess, but cruelty was the same anywhere, regardless of its trappings. Even Fia’s backwater upbringing had not kept her ignorant of the viciousness of the Invers and their court.

And she knew all too well the ravages of war.

Before her, the cloister’s Corrinian fosters played. They served as a living testament to the Invers’ brutality, for it was Honoria’s king who’d razed Corrin’s green fields seven years back, while clashing with Caervallion on land that belonged to neither of them. Corrin had never recovered, and perhaps that was the source of Dolenza’s determination to aid the small country in every way possible: Whatever blame could be placed for Corrin’s agonizing decline, a great part of it lay at Honoria’s doorstep. Or rather, at that of her Inver rulers, to whose capital Fia was now being sent.

“Three days,” Fia agreed. She could manage the errand, if it meant a soria’s appointment waited at the end. “And not a moment longer.”
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A PREVENTATIVE FOR THOSE WHO DWELL IN DARKNESS

Mix one crock of new goat’s milk with the crushed blooms of twelve paschalflowers. Consume twice daily to stave off the softening of the bones and pains brought on by withholding oneself from Bright Raea’s regard.

—EXCERPT FROM A SILITHIEN HERBAL



Hadrian Inver always took perverse pleasure in bleeding the Priest three times.

Or perhaps he really was that devout—it was hard to tell. Possibly it was a bit of both. But the elder statesman invariably made his way directly to the Inver sanctuary upon his arrival in the capital. In the dark cavern at the heart of his people’s mountain stronghold, he sacrificed to their gods. A cut to the Priest’s right arm to satisfy Tyrus, god of war, whose altar stood upon a stain marking the place where Silith’s last Matria had bled out and died. A cut to the left for Kidrien, Hadrian’s own patron, the god of industry and trade. And another to the left for Mortis, who oversaw death and judgment.

Hadrian did not see fit to sacrifice at the altar of the hearth goddess, who had no name. Few Invers did.

At Mortis’s shrine, it was Hadrian’s habit to burn a great deal of incense and petition the gods on behalf of his son and heir, away at the front in Vesper. Not many among the nobility still sent their children to fight in the Invers’ longest and bitterest war; the king’s pressers filled the army with conscripts from among the untitled and unfortunate, so it had gone out of fashion for those of higher rank to serve. But Hadrian had sent his son Felix to Vesper without hesitation, the day the boy came of age. He was a traditionalist, staunch and conservative to his core.

It was why he hated the Priest on principle, because the Priest’s very survival was an affront to Inver custom. The botched assassination attempt that had nearly killed the Priest and resulted in the loss of his eyes ought to have been completed. So most Invers thought, with one notable exception.

The sting of the offertory knife bit across the Priest’s arm a final time, widening the wound Hadrian had first opened for Kidrien. Warmth from the altar torches grew into a small wave of heat as the Priest struck sparks from a patch box and kindled a fire from the blood-spattered embers resting in Mortis’s iron brazier. Hissing sounds followed as Hadrian scattered shard incense over the flames, a potent blend of phelamon spice, helliath, and paschalflower. A scent arose, at once acrid and cloying, with a base note of decay carried by the helliath.

Hadrian began to mutter his prayers and the Priest turned aside, thinking how tiresome it all was as he sprinkled powdered herbs over the blood-slick wounds on his forearms and bound them with clean linen. He’d become a master of managing the wrappings with one hand and his teeth, though he kept his back to worshippers as he did so. They believed him pitiful as it was, because he bled and because he lived. Let them not see him tend to the hurts that Inver worship inflicted on him daily.

As if to remind the Priest that there were worse fates than his own, an eerie melody rose from somewhere in the vast, echoing cavern that stretched beyond the stone rise on which the altars stood. Silith’s daughters persisted in this place—though the Invers had slain their bodies, they’d been unable to snuff out their souls. The sorias’ ghosts were quiet in the Priest’s presence, but had a habit of alerting him to unexpected company. They were never pleased to have Hadrian among them, and there was a sound of booted feet approaching from a distance too. The old politician’s prayers were going to be cut short.

“Did they bring you the news?” a familiar and expansive voice said from up ahead, and the Priest’s ghosts fell silent. “Oh, Hadrian. You’re here too. Just as well, you can join us.”

“Yes, I’ve heard,” the Priest answered. His half brother’s heavy tread drew closer, boots scuffing a little as he ascended the altar rise. There was someone else with him—the Priest could hear a stranger’s breathing, ragged and muffled, steps whisper-soft as bare feet dragged on cold stone. “I won’t congratulate you—it seems like tempting fate, with the child not here yet. But your queen’s relentless in her own way. I’m sure she’ll see this new heir safely into the world.”

Orden Inver, king of all Honoria, finished his ascent of the rise and strode directly to the central altar. It was always Tyrus, the god of war, to whom he went, and so of all the Inver gods, the Priest resented Tyrus most.

“I’ve brought a sacrifice for Ariana,” Orden said needlessly. The Priest could hear him working, chivvying the panicked stranger forward, securing him with the manacles that were part of the war god’s shrine. “I thought it might help things along if the gods had a fresh reason to look favorably on her and on our child. And on the rest of us, with Afon arriving soon and the new war coming.”

The Priest fought to keep his lip from curling with distaste. He shared Orden’s disdain for Afon Caervallin, though he’d never met Caervallion’s king. But the Priest had heard stories—everyone on the Hand knew of Afon’s taste for cruelty, and how he treated the moon goddess as an empty vessel to be filled with his own desires. In a last, desperate bid for peace, the queen had prevailed upon Orden to invite Afon to his capital for a summer council, but she was indisposed now, and the talks were as likely to end in disaster as an armistice.

“Who’ve you brought?” the Priest asked his brother. “A Vesperin prisoner of war? Did you have a general in your dungeons, saved up for a special occasion?”

“No generals, and no Vesperin this time.” Orden sounded uncharacteristically morose—he was not prone to melancholy as the Priest could be on occasion. Flashes of anger were more in Orden’s line—since boyhood, he’d been mercurial and intemperate in his passions. “I’d have brought a Caervallin soldier if I had one, given the circumstances. But they were all executed or sent home years ago. It’s a guard called Tavian. One of my own men. We’ve known each other fifteen years now. I thought a personal connection for a personal petition would please the gods most.”

The Priest encouraged such speculation about the will of the gods. As head of a young and brutal faith, he preferred to be nebulous in his pronouncements and interpretations, and often allowed his clan to do what suited them best, while calling it divine inspiration. As a result, what suited them best was to keep the Priest in his position, despite the fact that he should not be alive while his brother ruled.

“Your Majesty is wise,” Hadrian said with gruff approval, pausing his prayers temporarily to offer the commendation. “Doubtless the gods will grant you favor and the heir you deserve. Tyrus must be waiting eagerly for our renewal of war with Caervallion, as well. A bold choice from a bold ruler.”

If the Priest still had his eyes, he’d have rolled them. Orden would have seen and bit back an amused smile. Until the declaration of war had gone out to Caervallion several weeks ago, Hadrian’s opinion of Orden had been tepid at best. He did not approve of the king’s penchant for making alliances, of his moderate approach to Inver tradition, of his choice of Priest or his choice of bride. Hadrian had certainly not approved of the way Orden chose to harry Caervallion unofficially for several years rather than engaging them fully, either. He believed covertcy was an affront to Tyrus.

With a clang of iron restraints locking, the king finished securing his sacrifice upon the war god’s altar.

“I would view it as a great favor if the gods allowed my queen’s trial to pass quickly. I hate the waiting,” Orden said. He sighed heavily, the sound like wind in the darkness. “Ariana’s had too many losses, and I’d have spared her another. Hadrian, stop your ears for this, I’m speaking to my brother and my Priest, not you… I offered to get a bastard with someone of no consequence—a woman who could be exiled or executed once the child was made heir, whatever Ari preferred. I swore I would bring them up to be more loyal to her than even a child of her own blood would be, just as you’ve been loyal despite your provenance. But do you know what she said?”

The Priest did not want to know. The queen as he perceived her and as Orden did, were two entirely different people. While he understood the necessity of it—why she should create the circumstances for such a gap in understanding—it turned his stomach to hear Orden speak of her. It sickened him still more to hear his own vaunted devotion mentioned. Some days, his allegiance to Orden felt genuine, but he was a pragmatist, and most often it served only as a means of survival.

“What did the queen say to you when you made your offer?” the Priest asked Orden, the question for Hadrian’s benefit rather than his own. The old man was undoubtedly listening with avid interest, and Orden considered his queen to be peerless among women. Hadrian could always do with reminding of that fact.

When Orden answered, the Priest could hear pride and pleasure in his voice. “She told me she would rather die in childbirth than live to see another woman’s whelps on my throne.”

Of course she had. It was only she, among all the court, who seemed to see the flaw in Orden that the Priest had recognized since childhood. Who seemed to realize that as of yet, Honoria’s king had never learned that someone might willingly serve and suffer for him while their loyalty lay elsewhere.

Neither the queen nor the Priest were eager to be first to teach their king that lesson.

“And do you remember what I said to you, the day I came back from the war in Vesper?” the Priest asked. Another comment directed more to Hadrian, who let out a small grunt of disapproval from his place at Mortis’s altar.

“Of course,” the king answered. Stepping closer, he draped a careless arm over the Priest’s shoulders, and the Priest fought back an urge to pull away. “You walked into the castle courtyard half-dead and shouting for me, and when I came out, you said if I’d wanted your eyes, I need only have asked—that you’d have plucked them out and offered them to me on a platter. Then you swore by the gods you’d be Priest to my King, and see my line established in Honoria. It was magnificent, little brother. You were magnificent.”

At Orden’s words, the Priest’s distaste alchemized into satisfaction. It never hurt to remind the king where his allegiances ought to lie, nor Hadrian of the regard Honoria’s sovereign held for his Priest.

“You’re the best of Priests.” The conviction in Orden’s voice pleased his more reserved brother. Better the king’s boundless affection than his unbridled wrath. “And Ariana’s the best of queens. I’ve been more fortunate in my family than any other Inver.”

The last was a bald warning to Hadrian. Orden sometimes surprised the Priest by offering such sharp corrections to his counselors—much of the time, the king seemed genial and unaware of the machinations of his conniving and spiteful court. Then, in a flash, he’d reveal unexpected insight, and a will of tempered steel.

“Fortunate in your family indeed,” the Priest murmured. “Yet whatever I was and am, whatever loyalty I hold, I think your wife is trying to outdo me.”

“Will the gods spare her, do you think? Forget what Hadrian says, I want the word of my Priest.” For the first time, the Priest could hear worry in his brother’s voice. He’d have liked Orden the better for it, were it not for the grudge he carried.

“If our gods are watching and care for me at all, they’ll see to it she lives,” the Priest said with sudden fervor. “I’ve shed my own blood on each of their altars every day since I learned that she was with child again. I know how you care for her. I know what it will mean to you, to have a worthy heir, and to see your line assured.”

What he did not say was that he’d learned of the queen’s pregnancy weeks before Orden had. She’d come to him first, because she was terrified and wanted reassurance, and to make every offering possible at the nameless hearth goddess’s altar, save for a sacrifice of blood. The Priest had made that himself, on her behalf.

A weight lifted from the Priest as Orden removed his arm and went back to Tyrus’s altar.

“My turn for a sacrifice, then,” the king said.

“May I ask why your guard Tavian is serving that purpose?” The Priest could not hide his curiosity. Even after a lifetime together, Orden still did things that he found incomprehensible at first glance. The king’s guards were handpicked, all of them seeming to view their master with devotion bordering on adulation. It was strange that Orden would choose one of his own men.

“Tavian here killed a woman,” the king said. Small sounds whispered in the dark, and the Priest could see it all in his mind—Orden positioning himself behind the disgraced guard, picking up the knife, pulling the man’s head back by his hair. Hadrian had resumed his prayers, discreetly droning away as if he was not paying the closest possible attention to his king’s words and actions. “Not for any sort of gain, either. Had it been for vengeance or to line his coffers, I might have overlooked it. What Inver doesn’t have a taste for conquest? But she was nothing and no one—just a doxy who displeased him. There’s no glory in that. No honor. So I cut out his tongue, as he cut out hers, and now I will cut his throat as well. Blood for blood. I thought he’d make a good stand-in for Afon, under the circumstances.”

As the king spoke the last, a wet, choking sound filled the air. It carried on for a minute as the unfortunate Tavian died, his hands held fast by the manacles that kept him spread-eagled over the altar.

“Blood for blood,” the Priest repeated. “May your queen be triumphant in her battle.”

“Yes,” Orden said. “That’s precisely what I was thinking. You always know the right words, little brother. I’ll send a runner down once the child arrives, and you can begin arrangements for the naming ceremony. Not until after the birth, though—best not to tempt fate.”

The Priest nodded as if being informed was a kindness. As if he did not maintain his own eyes and ears in every part of the castle and wouldn’t hear of anything that occurred as soon as Orden himself did.

“I’m yours to command,” the Priest said graciously, bowing his head in obedience.

“You’re still magnificent,” Orden shot over one shoulder as he moved to Mortis’s altar. “Always will be to me. Well then, Hadrian, don’t you think the gods might refuse your requests out of annoyance because you make your prayers so long? Better a quick gout of blood and a single petition than a litany of all your wants and concerns. You’ll bore them to distraction.”

“Perhaps Your Majesty is right,” Hadrian said without ire. “There is another matter I would appreciate your insight on, as well. You know at Shrike’s Edge we’ve levied a wood lot tax…”

The Priest wondered how long it would be before Hadrian requested that his son be recalled from the Vesperin front to serve in the new war against Caervallion, instead. The fighting in Vesper was particularly brutal, given the Vesperin bent for invention and innovation, and the Priest did not think Hadrian’s commitment to tradition would preclude a little nepotism. King and statesman left together, Hadrian speaking with deference of his provincial troubles, Orden listening with interest. With the sacrifice complete, Orden had put any regret over his slain guard aside, and with Hadrian nattering at him, he’d lost any care for the impending council and Afon’s arrival. It had always been so with Honoria’s king—his moods shifted faster than a weathervane turned in spring.

The Priest waited until the last footsteps faded away. Then he set out in the opposite direction, heading for the far-distant cavern wall into which his chambers had been carved.

It was a long walk—though small cells that once belonged to Silith’s sorias pockmarked all the nearest walls of the cave, the Priest had chosen the one that lay farthest from the altar rise, deep in the mountain’s heart. He went barefoot through the cavern, as the sorias had done before him, and it was easy to find his way in the vast, echoing space—years back, the Priest had bound a length of thick, braided wire to the foot of one of the altars, and it ran along the ground from there to an iron spike embedded in the rock beside his chamber door.

He needed the cool, quiet walk today. The time spent in silent contemplation. Both Orden’s visit and the knowledge that the queen was on her birthing bed had left him tense and frustrated, longing for something or someone to lash out at, as he might have done during his youngest years.

But if there was one thing the Priest had learned from surviving the Inver nursery and Orden’s rise to power, it was circumspection. The ability to watch and wait and keep his true thoughts and feelings hidden at all times. So he balled his hands into fists and carried on through the dark, trying to forget the way the queen’s voice had broken when she first told him of the coming child, and the way Orden’s trust twisted inside him like a knife.

Too soon, the brush of wire against his bare ankle became sudden iron. Reaching out, the Priest felt for a patch of low-growing fungus that hugged the rocky sides of the doorway. It was a peculiar plant, turncoat’s mushroom—if exposed to light or touch, bitter compounds flooded it within minutes and lingered for hours, rendering it unappetizing to whatever might dwell in the lightless depths of caves such as this. Breaking off the smallest possible piece, the Priest put it to his lips.

Bitter as regret.

Frowning, he reached for the top of the door as well, where he kept a gossamer strand of the near-invisible thread used in weaving crescentcloth. Gone. And these were the clumsiest of tricks, the most obvious of tells should someone enter his quarters uninvited. There was certainly someone lurking within, but if it was an assassin—and there had been a few quiet attempts by power-hungry members of the court since the Priest took his place—then it was an inept and unskilled one at best.

Reluctantly, he drew a short, viciously sharp court dagger from its hidden sheath strapped to his upper arm, where it would not be visible when he made his blood offerings. They called the weapon a pugio—a blade made for nobles and spies. This wasn’t the sort of game the Priest liked to play anymore, but he’d been forced into the role of cat or mouse often enough that he never went unarmed. With infinite caution, he slipped through the door.

“Who’s there?” a panicked male voice whispered in Corrinivar. “And why is it so dark?”

Letting out an irritable huff, the Priest returned his dagger to its sheath.

“You’re early,” he growled, also in the Corrinian tongue. “You weren’t supposed to get here for another week, at least. That’s very inconvenient.”

As he spoke, the Priest took a patch box from a small table beside the door and struck spark to wick, lighting a lamp that stood by for the rare days on which anyone visited his room.

“You weren’t supposed to be in here, either,” the Priest said, his voice a warning. “You were meant to wait in one of the unused cells.”

“She put us in here because we’re early. Said you’d know what to do with us.”

“Us?” The Priest’s displeasure was growing. “I thought it was just one of you this time.”

“No. There are three more. She said to tell you that it couldn’t be helped—that she had no choice. And she said that once you found us, you’d be all right with it. There will be many more, too, in the weeks to come—most of us who are left in Corrin are leaving or planning to do so, now your brother intends to make a battleground of our land again.”

That last was spoken as a reproach—blood and blades, the Priest hated how full of their own virtue Corrinians could be. Even with their sad little country in ruins, left destitute by Honoria and Caervallion’s last battle and ravaged by plague, they were a proud and self-righteous people. The only Corrinian the Priest had ever much cared for was Orden Inver’s queen, and when she’d come to him and implied with the utmost delicacy that she’d like his help in a clandestine endeavor—the moving of her countrymen along secret roads through Honoria’s capital—he’d agreed without hesitation. Firstly, because of the regard he had for his sister by marriage, and secondly, because any chance to flout Orden’s authority was welcome to him.

“Well, I have no choice but to be all right with it, and to get you on your way. How would it look, after all, if someone from this court found a flock of straying Corrinians in the Inver Priest’s cell?”

“We’re not enemies,” the man said staunchly.

“No,” the Priest answered. “But that doesn’t mean you or yours are welcome in Honoria. And as I don’t make the laws, if you don’t like the way things are, you can march out of this cave and into the castle to protest before the king himself.”

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t presume to correct you. We’re grateful for your help, of course.” The man sounded repentant now, and that irked the Priest more than his prior self-righteousness. Trust a Corrinian to back down any time you pushed at them the slightest bit. That’s what came of worshipping a goddess who ordered you to die for peace, if need be. Lyria of the Stars seemed no better than the Invers’ war god to the Priest—both demanded an allegiance that too often led to death.

Well, the Priest had it in him to live, gods and goddesses be damned.

“Show me your marks, so I know you’re not trying to double-cross me,” he demanded.

The man who spoke for the group hesitated. “Show you, sir?”

“Just step up and tell me where your wretched mark is.”

A slight movement of air before him signaled the Corrinian’s approach.

“Left forearm,” the man said uncertainly.

The Priest pushed up the sleeve of the man’s loose shirt and ran deft fingers along the skin of his inner arm. There it was—the slick, hairless impression of a constellation of stars, etched into the Corrinian’s flesh. Almost like a burn, though it was said goddess marks brought no pain with them when they appeared.

“Hm,” the Priest said. “Now the rest of you.”

“Forehead,” a young woman’s voice said.

“Wrist.” A woman again.

Then, a third woman, “Base of the throat.” But this time as the Priest felt for her goddess mark, his fingers brushed the neckline of her kirtle as well.

Were he not used to seeing the world by touch when necessary, the threads of embroidery adorning the woman’s kirtle would have felt like no more than that—just a tangle of decorative work. But as the Priest touched the embroidery by mistake, the realization of what it was flashed through his mind.

Silver stars, sewn onto cloth of midnight blue.

“They’re sorias?” the Priest said in disbelief, addressing his comment to the Corrinian man who spoke for the group. “You brought Lyrien sorias to the Inver sanctuary? To me, and at Her Majesty’s behest? Do you think the two of us don’t risk enough just by allowing the most insignificant of your landless and troubled people to pass through this place? If the king found daughters of the stars hiding in my chambers, he’d cut off my hands and feet and hang me, still living, from the castle wall. He’s never yet weathered such a betrayal—his wrath would be a terrible thing.”

A soft intake of breath came from one of the sorias, and the Priest felt a stab of perverse satisfaction. In the face of aggression directed toward the holy women, their escort seemed to find his spine.

“I was led to believe,” the Corrinian man said firmly, “that you aid our people not out of the goodness of your heart, but out of a desire to undermine your brother the king. Does harboring these women not fulfill that goal?”

“Please,” one of the sorias interrupted, her voice young and tremulous. “Can we speak to the queen? There’s something I must tell her—”

The Priest turned to her fiercely. “You cannot.”

“But wh—”

“Because she’s laboring to bring the new heir to the Inver throne into the world. Childbed has always proved a dangerous place for her—she may die on it yet.”

The admission sounded raw and furious, even to the Priest himself. Inwardly, he cursed these Corrinians with their intolerably strict goddess and their gentle ways. What sort of people kept themselves intentionally defenseless and did nothing to ward off the ill will of others? The most punishing of trade sanctions had been leveled upon them by Honoria and Caervallion, both greedy to see the little country crumble and to pick over the spoils left once it did. Caervallion hardly even bothered to disavow its raiding along Corrin’s northern border anymore. Yet Corrin took each new measure in silence and gave no one what all the continent of the Hand waited for—a reason to annex the small nation at its heart and levy prodigious tolls along the merchant roads that crisscrossed Corrin’s now barren fields.

Or, in the case of Honoria and Caervallion, an opportunity to acquire the perfect staging ground from which to deploy one’s army against a sworn enemy.

Stubborn to the end, the Corrinians—or rather, the Lyrien sorias who guided them with stringent standards—refused to leave, to harbor an army in exchange for material aid, or to levy their own tolls, even to save and feed their starving people. In his darkest moments, the Priest believed they deserved the hardship forced upon them by the bickering powers of the Hand.

But even in his darkest moments, the Priest could not bring himself to be party to the ruthlessness of his own clan, and of so many others. If ever he needed proof that he was no true Inver, here it was—at his core, he lacked their resolve and fire. Their taste for conquest. If Corrin was to fall into utter ruin, pushed over the brink by the actions of his brother, the Priest would do his part to save a remnant of the Corrinian people.

“Just… follow me,” the Priest said with a dismissive gesture. “We need to get you out of here as quickly as possible. Regardless of what happens to the queen, if the king’s child is delivered and lives, this sanctuary will be crawling with courtiers and guards, all making celebratory offerings and starting preparations for the heir’s naming ceremony.”

“Even if the queen should die?” one of the sorias asked in shocked disbelief.

The Priest said nothing, only set his jaw and led the way out, into the vast emptiness of the sanctuary. Running his hand along the cavern wall, he walked steadfastly away from the altar rise, and the steps beyond it that led up to the castle itself. Farther and farther into the heart of the mountain they went, until the weight of it seemed to bear down on them. Or at least, it seemed so to the Priest. From out in the darkness, he heard faint notes of music; delighted whispers; the patter of swift, unshod feet.

The spirits of Silith’s long-dead children were happy to have sisters among them, it seemed.

When a small, cold hand slipped into the Priest’s, a shiver ran through him at the thought that it might be one of the sanctuary’s numerous ghosts.

“The sacred dead are pleased with you,” a soft voice murmured from beside him, and he realized both that it was one of the Lyrien sorias, and that she was little more than a child. She spoke heavily accented Honorian, and though her words were steady, her hand in the Priest’s trembled slightly. Involuntarily he tightened his grip, run through by a sudden lance of fear at the thought that this child might lose her way and be swallowed up by the mountain’s long dark.

Which was foolish, considering where he was sending her.

“They say they like your company,” the girl went on. “They say you are a sympathetic soul.”

“I’m an Inver. We murdered every one of them,” the Priest muttered, and picked up the pace. But he did not let go of the girl’s hand.

Time as a concept did not seem to exist at the heart of the mountain. The Priest had walked out to its farthest reaches on a hundred occasions now, always in company with hapless Corrinians, and he could never gauge how long the journey took. All he knew was that he returned to his spare, comfortless cell thirsty and ravenous, and weary in his very soul.

This journey was no different. As he stopped at the cavern’s innermost point, where a stir of dank, chill air signaled the presence of a tunnel opening, the Priest could feel it already. Not physical tiredness yet, but a bleakness of spirit. The girl at his side seemed to sense it and squeezed his hand with her small fingers.

“This is for your queen,” the Lyrien girl whispered, and pressed something into his other hand. A thin braid of soft leather from which a smooth stone hung. “A gift, to remind her of home. Tell her, someday I will give her another and worthier gift, and that I offer them both with an open heart.”

Without seeing the jewel, the Priest knew what it must be. That it would cast a pale blue glow in the darkness. It was nightglass—a gem the followers of the Beloved Three revered, and that the Invers believed cursed.

“She can’t have that,” the Priest said, giving the jewel back to the girl. “It would be dangerous for her if anyone found it in her possession.”

“Please,” the Lyrien girl begged. “It’s important.”

Taking the necklace, the Priest shoved it into his pocket. He’d get it to Ariana if he could, or dispose of it if not, but the child could at least feel she’d done her duty.

“This is it,” he said abruptly to the small group. “You can feel the tunnel ahead of you. There’s no light for a little while, but supplies and torches have been left at intervals throughout. No, I don’t know where it goes, and no, I don’t know how long it will take. I’ve been told that you’ll find… a new beginning at the other end. A place to forget Corrin’s misfortunes. I’m not aware that such a place exists on the Hand, and no one ever comes back, so you could very well be walking to your graves. But that’s none of my business. This, and only this, is my end of the bargain.”

“Why should we trust you?” one of the sorias asked. She’d not spoken yet, save to tell the Priest where to find her mark, and had a low, musical voice. “There could be soldiers down there, waiting to take us captive. To haul us off to one of your king’s prison camps, or to treat us with the violence they inflict on Caervallion’s southern villages and outposts. It’s barbarous, the way the Invers deal with their enemies.”

The Priest had already opened his mouth, ready to say something hot and furious about the risk to himself, and how he owed Corrin no favors. It would cow the soria, he knew. The same conversation had transpired between him and a dozen Corrinians. They all backed down immediately in the face of anger, unwilling to displease their goddess by becoming embroiled in an argument.

But the girl whose hand still rested cool and soft in his own answered before he could.

“Aline, for shame,” she said sharply. “To be graceless to someone who offers us help. You must petition gentle Lyria to grant you more charity.”

“Yes, Lynette,” the other soria answered, her voice schooled into serenity once more. “You’re right, of course.”

“This is where I leave you,” the Priest said gruffly. He heard footsteps begin to retreat down the tunnel at once—first the heavier tread of the nameless Corrinian man, then the lighter steps of the two older sorias, keeping pace with each other.

Only the girl, Lynette, was left, and she’d not yet let go of the Priest’s hand.

“You truly don’t know where it leads?” she asked, uncertainty clouding her words.

“I don’t.” For the first time, the Priest felt regret, that he had no answer or reassurances to offer. “I’ve led a hundred of your people to this road without knowing where they go or if they’ll ever return.”

“I’m afraid,” the little soria whispered, as if speaking only to herself. But the admission cut the Priest to the core. He’d spent his whole life in company with fear, and Lyria’s daughters always seemed to see that in him.

“Go with the gods or the goddesses,” the Priest said, pressing a rough kiss to the top of the little soria’s head. “Whichever of them happen to be watching. And if they watch, may they smile on you.”

“Thank you, Adda,” the soria said, using the Corrinivar word for a father of the faith, and then she was gone. That single word weighed heavier on the Priest than the whole of the mountain, because it reminded him intolerably of Orden’s queen. All the way back through the lightless depths of the cavern he was haunted not by the restless spirits of the women his family had slaughtered two hundred years ago but by the voice of his brother’s wife.

Adda. Another child is coming. And I’m afraid this one will be the death of me.





III
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The fields, the fields

Will burn away

To smoke and ash

Ere break of day.

And we, and we

Must go away,

But a remnant

Shall remain.

—A CORRINIAN SONG OF EXILE



Everything had narrowed to a still point for Ariana—to her chamber, with its shut door. To the heat and the sweat and the effort and the pain. For two days she’d labored to bring another Inver child into the world, and still there was no end in sight. She’d have kept her pains a secret longer, but toward the end of the first day, Glora, the Invers’ chatelaine, had noticed Ariana wince twice at court supper. It had all been over then. Orden’s concern was immediate and boundless, and she’d been hurried off to the darkness and flame appropriate for an Inver woman whose time had come. A trial by fire they called it, and closed off the birthing room entirely so that no natural illumination might enter. The baby was coming early by almost a month, and caught off guard, Ariana had only just managed to send the latest of her refugees to the Priest before her confinement.

With summer council and Afon’s arrival imminent, the timing of her labor could not be worse.

The queen sat on her capacious four-poster bed, half in shadow, half in ruddy firelight, and the sheets around her were soaked. They’d been changed twice already—once because she’d sweat so much that the smell grew unbearable, and again because her waters had broken. Both times, she’d heard Glora tersely instruct one of the court women to take the bedding away and be sure it was burned. The first time she’d heard the order, it hadn’t bothered Ariana, but when her waters broke there’d been blood as well. She’d seen the faint pink spread of it as an attendant bundled the soiled linens up and hauled them away.

That had unnerved Ariana. It rankled in her yet, like a thorn. She’d committed blasphemy after blasphemy in the wake of taking an Inver husband and an Inver crown, yet it still pained her to think that birthing her children without scorning the Beloved Three was a feat beyond her grasp. Lyria’s enforcement of the blood prohibition required by all the goddesses was absolute—children of the stars could not willingly spill blood for any reason. Not to hurt, nor to help, nor to heal. And that which they shed naturally was to be treated with high honor. In Corrin, birthing blood would not just stand for a few days on the altar before being spilled out as a blessing on the fields. It would be used to paint the stones of the altar itself—the most sacred of offerings, blood that brings life. It would not be cast aside and burned like refuse.

Everything swam around the queen, all heat and sparks and unsteady, half-familiar faces. She’d grown dizzier as the hours wore on, the unbearable midsummer temperature leaving her constantly parched. Her surroundings seemed less a product of reality than ever, and when she dozed, she slipped in and out of the present moment, caught in a tormented realm of memory and constant, nagging pain.

Crimson and gold melted, giving way to starlight as she slipped into an uneasy sleep, and drifted back to the sweetness of a summer evening in the meadows outside Lyria’s cloister. Before Ariana, the cloister itself rose up, all white spires and sparkling fountains and mullioned windows set with glinting chips of nightglass. Behind her, the Corrinian countryside lay—that little land of rolling hills and rich grasses, hemmed in by mountains and larger, hungrier nations. She remembered it as it had been, green and simple and calm, rather than as it had become—a place of poverty and privation, riven by plague and famine and drought.

Yet in spite of the trials that had befallen them, to Ariana, Corrin and Lyria’s cloister were still more than a country and a building—more than her homeland and her inheritance. They were sanctuary. They were safety and peace and the clear silver light of her goddess’s regard.

Who do you choose first? Matria Serafine’s placid voice echoed from out of the past. Name him, and we will ensure the favor of the goddesses goes with you.

The heat of the birthing room drew the queen awake once more. She found herself panting with effort, her throat raw with thirst. The pitcher on her nightstand was empty, and no one stood within arm’s reach. Her attendants had withdrawn, seeking the cooler air near the door as they talked and laughed among themselves.

“Could I have another pitcher of water?” Ariana asked, the words coming out strange and hoarse.

Silence fell, punctuated only by the snapping of the prodigious hearth fire and the torches ringing the room. At last Glora the chatelaine moved to Ariana’s bedside and gave her a withering look.

“You can if you ask for it in Honorian,” she said, and only then did Ariana realize she’d slipped into Corrinivar.

“Could I have another pitcher of water?” Ariana repeated contritely. She did not apologize—Orden was forever after her to stop apologizing, as it went over poorly with the bloody-minded and heavy-handed Invers—but she pleaded for understanding with her eyes. Glora sniffed and said nothing, but took up the pitcher and swept out of the room.

When Glora went, the court’s Chief Physician, Crispus, appeared, materializing from the dim around Ariana. He was a broad-faced, heavy-jowled man who’d been cooling himself with a succession of ices run up from the kitchens, and Ariana could smell a waft of citrus juice as he bent and gazed matter-of-factly beneath her nightgown. She’d been ordered to sit just so—half reclining on pillows, legs bent at the knee and parted, and though the posture was familiar, it still set shame churning in her belly. But as her labor wore on, she lost the sense of humiliation. Instead, she felt a sick and futile anger now, at being kept motionless in one place. It was maddening to sit this way with the pains knotting inside her. More maddening still to be cooped up on the very eve of her council delegates’ arrivals, knowing that they would not have her to make them welcome with the diplomacy she was known for, and to smooth away any difficulties or wrinkles with her managing hand.

“Hm,” the Chief Physician said disapprovingly. “Still no progress. I’d hoped to be spared a third day in here.”

He made it sound as if Ariana’s failure to birth the babe was a matter of defect or will. It wasn’t the disapproval that cut her deepest, though—it was knowing she must endure more of this. That the worst had not yet come. Hot tears burned at the back of Ariana’s eyes and throat, and she choked on a sob.

“I want the Priest,” she said at last, when she could be sure of getting the words out without losing the last of her composure. She sounded desperate and fractious, even to her own ears, but several of the court women nodded. If there was one thing the Invers considered admirable in their gentle foreign queen, it was how completely she’d cleaved to their gods, and to their way of worship.

A page was summoned and dispatched to fetch the Priest, and Ariana was left to wait. She hardly had the strength left in her to sit up on her own, and when Glora returned with the water, did no more than murmur thanks from where she lay. The chatelaine retreated at once, without any offer to hold the cup or to give the queen assistance, and to Ariana, it was only natural. Only the end result of seven bitterly unhappy years as an outsider in this incomprehensible court.

Then there came a smell of phelamon and paschalflower, and a firm hand took hers.

“Adda,” Ariana said, her voice fraying on the Corrinivar word as she clung to the Priest’s hand. But it was all she could say before silent weeping made her mute.

The Priest would know what she’d meant by the word and by her summons, though. That she’d come to the edge of herself, and was afraid this might all end in disaster, or in her death. That she was desperate for any help at all. He always knew.

Orden Inver’s bastard half brother turned to the gathered courtiers, and several of them flinched at the sight of his scarred face. They were afraid of him—of the ferocious will to live that had led him to give up his name and become known only by the office he’d agreed to take up. That of the Priest Who Dwells in Darkness, spiritual guide of the court, who could behold neither sunlight nor moonlight nor starlight so long as he served the Inver gods. Though the Priest’s predecessors had all been confined to a life belowground, upon discovering his blindness, this one had grasped for the power the role afforded and the freedom he would have in it, and had held to both ever since.

“How long has she been like this?” the Priest asked furiously as he faced the courtiers, never letting go of Ariana’s hand. “Did it not occur to you that my brother, the king, will have all of you flayed alive on a street corner if harm comes to his queen or his child while you stand by, croaking like a chorus of useless carrion crows?”

Everyone fell silent.

“I want most of you gone,” the Priest ordered. “Now. The physician can stay, and one witness for each of the gods, but no more.”

“Who’ll stand witness for the hearth goddess?” Glora asked, though Ariana doubted the chatelaine was eager to remain.

“The queen,” the Priest said firmly. “There’s no one at court more devoted to her. But why are you still speaking, did you not hear what I ordered?”

There came an awkward shuffling, and a breath of unspeakably sweet air as the door opened long enough for five courtiers and Glora to file out. Then they were gone and the Priest bent low, his words for Ariana’s hearing only.

“They’ll have to be allowed back in once the child arrives—I can’t forbid anyone an opportunity to see the new Inver heir. But this is better, for now.”

“Thank you, Adda,” Ariana managed.

“Blood and blades, little queen,” the Priest said. “You should have sent for me two days ago. Why let things go so far?”

A last failing spark flared to life in Ariana.

“Because they think I’m weak,” she said. “Every last one of them. All of Orden’s petty court. I wanted… I wanted to do this on my own, to prove them wrong.”

The Priest shook his head. “Ariana Inver, you have nothing to prove.”

Ariana made no reply. She shut her eyes and set her lips and breathed, and breathed, as another of the pains twisted through her insides. But when it had faded and she looked again, the Priest was still there, steadfast at her bedside, her hand caught in his own. Firelight gilded his sallow skin and close-cropped dark hair.

Beyond them, Crispus the physician watched closely, a calculating expression on his face.

Stricken, Ariana pulled her hand away. The Priest was her ally at court, and the closest thing she’d ever had to a brother, or a friend of the heart—he had been since her arrival. There was a camaraderie and understanding between them that Ariana could never feel with Orden. With her husband, there was too much at stake for any sort of ease. But Ariana was nothing if not scrupulously faithful. For seven years she’d never allowed herself to be caught in a position that might cause even the mildest gossip. She’d been flawless in her devotion. Peerless in her duty. Perfect in her obedience on all fronts except one, and even there, she planned her every misstep and hid it with great care.

“I was wrong to call for you,” Ariana said, summoning a strength she hadn’t known she possessed. “This was a mistake, Priest. I don’t… I don’t want you here.”

He frowned, and Ariana hated herself because as perfect as she had striven to be since leaving her cloister, she was nothing without her goddess. Worse than nothing—she was weak. And inside, she wanted him to stay, baseless Inver suspicions be damned.

“Leave,” Ariana ordered, and the Priest got to his feet with a frustrated sigh.

“Your pride will be the death of you,” he said quietly, and dropped a small packet onto her lap. “That’s for you. Take it when you’re ready.”

Only once he’d gone and the loneliness and despair in Ariana rose up like a wave did she reach for the packet with trembling hands. The twine binding the cloth bundle together gave easily, revealing a vial of crushed and dried ender’s herbs, which could be used to slip an unwanted babe in the early months of pregnancy, or to hasten a labor. The court physician did not approve of its use, but the Priest had no such compunctions.

Secreted away along with the herbs was a pendant of nightglass, strung on a cord of leather. The sight of it caught Ariana like a blow, reminding her of home, and of her many allegiances, between which she was pulled as thin as gossamer. With a deft motion of her hand, she slipped the ornament beneath her rumpled bedsheets.

Stifling a pained sound, Ariana emptied the vial of ender’s herbs into a fresh glass of water and drained its contents, grimacing at the taste. Then she settled herself on the sweat-dampened pillows behind her and waited for the pangs that plagued her to worsen.

But even as she did, raised voices from outside the shut door cut through the fog surrounding Ariana. It was the Priest, sounding bluff and hearty and unnatural, for he spoke far louder than was his usual habit.

“No, I wouldn’t go in if I were you, Orden,” he said with forced cheer. “Hopefully an end will come to it soon, and then you can—”

But he was cut off as the door swung open. For the briefest moment, Ariana caught sight of the Priest standing helplessly in the corridor, and then Orden himself strode over the threshold.

He was an imposing man, Ariana’s Inver husband, tall and broad-shouldered and ten years her senior. Even as king, he’d retained a good-natured manner about him that set people at ease. Yet he could be as ruthless as any other member of his conquest-driven clan, a fact which had been brought home to Ariana with terrible immediacy only weeks ago. She was still bewildered and heartsick over what her king had done, ordering a renewal of the war with Caervallion. They’d had their clashes over the years since that ill-fated battle summer in Corrin, but nothing serious. Nothing to truly worry her. Not even the slightest hint that Orden was considering such an action had reached Ariana, either by his own admission or through the gossips of the court. Of course, Orden had never sworn to her outright that he’d hold to peace here on the Hand, restricting his warmongering to ventures overseas. No, she’d never dared push hard enough for such an oath, but he’d allowed her to move him toward peace so many times over the years that she’d grown complacent, and almost sure of him.

A few feet from Ariana’s bedside, Orden stopped and waited expectantly. Uncertainty gripped the queen as it never had before. As she’d always done, as she always would do in Orden’s presence, Ariana struggled up. With great care, she got off the bed and onto her knees and ignored the slip of water and blood down the inside of her legs as she knelt before her king. She did not heed the pain knotting itself inside her, because it was no match for the flare of triumph as Orden hurried to her side.

Whatever had gone wrong, whatever she’d failed to see that led to his new determination to wreak havoc on the Hand, she still moved kings, though it cost her dearly to do so.

“Gods, Ari,” Orden said roughly, and there was reverence in his voice. “I didn’t know if you’d do it. There’s never been anything more beautiful to me than you on your knees—not since the day we met.”

Ariana shut her eyes and said nothing as he helped her onto the bed once more. The searing pain in her had doubled and trebled and she was forced to breathe through it, hearing nothing of what he said for several minutes. When at last she could dredge up the remnants of her focus and fix her mind on Orden, he was seated at her bedside and staring at her in confusion, a trace of sternness in the set of his mouth.

“Did you not hear a word of that? I came here for your help, Ari. This was your choice, after all. You begged for it, and against my better judgment I gave in. It can do no good to have Afon here, under our roof. Caervallion’s king is… he’s not someone I would choose to have in your presence.”

“I didn’t hear,” Ariana confessed, her voice cracking on the words. “Forgive me, what was the trouble?”

Orden ran a hand across his handsome, commanding face. “This wretched council you planned—Corrin’s Arbiter and Arbitress have reached the city, and Song Royale’s retinue isn’t far behind with Gileta—”

“Yes, I know.” Ariana cut him off, and her disorientation and discomfort were so great that she hardly noticed she’d done it, or saw the shadow cross his face. “I made all the arrangements for their accommodations. I did it weeks ago, knowing I might be in some discomfort during their stay, but I never expected—”

She bit back a cry and rolled onto her side. All of her shook with each breath she drew, and to breathe was her only anchor, the only thing that might keep her from being swept away on this riptide of pain. As she breathed, a sound dragged itself out of her, low and desperate and anguished.

When the pang had subsided, Ariana glanced up at Orden from where she lay, soaked with sweat and gone beyond herself into a realm of heat and torment. He looked regal and composed by contrast, and though there was pity in his eyes, there was a ruthlessness, too, which she quailed before.

“I had word late last night,” Orden said. “Afon’s already here. In Inverlyn. How he managed to get past the guard unnoticed is beyond me. The man might as well be a witch. He’s been staying at… no. You don’t need to know the name of the place. Suffice it to say, it’s somewhere a man of Afon’s tastes would appreciate. I don’t want him in our home, Ari. Let him stay in the whorehouse he chose. He’ll make it a charnel house before the end, but at least he’ll be away from you.”

Cold resolve swept over Ariana. Afon of Caervallion was, in many ways, what the Invers’ sire had been upon first seizing control of Honoria. More warlord than sovereign, a man of violent tastes and impulses, bent on subjugation and domination and shoring up his own power at any cost. Afon was a thorn in Orden’s side, and to have the two of them under one roof would be like lightning in a hayrick.

Or the improbable path to peace. Lyria had worked greater wonders, in the stories and histories of the Beloved Three. With Orden already bent on war and his allies threatening a total repudiation of Honoria if he made good on that resolve, Ariana had nothing to lose. She’d invited Afon to the summer council she hosted annually, although Caervallion’s king had never been included before. Her hope was to find some accord, some previously unrecognized common ground between the two, and to chivvy them toward peace by any means necessary. All this she’d planned, believing she had a month yet before Orden’s newest child arrived.

“… what I’ll do if Gileta plays us false.” Orden carried on, seeming oblivious to the titanic struggle taking place within his queen, as her body worked to tear itself open in service to the crown. “You know she’s been muttering for years about opening her trade in incaendium powder to Caervallion. If Afon uses this as an opportunity to ingratiate himself to her, it’ll mean far less incaendium for us. Without it, our witchsmoke refineries will fail, and the front in Vesper will be decimated. I could be the king who loses the Progenitors’ War unless I find incaendium elsewhere, and there’s only one place besides Gileta that it can be got.”

Ariana fought back the urge to scream. Why? she wanted to rage at him. With Honoria already stretched so thin, why would you choose another conflict? Do the ghosts of your forefathers haunt you so maddeningly that you must risk your own crown and the lives of countless people to appease them? Struggling to prop herself up a little, Ariana reached out and took Orden’s hand. His grip was dry and warm, her own sweat-slick and clammy.

“Gileta will stand by us,” Ariana said. Her voice shook with effort. “I’m not the one who made Gileta and Song Royale our ally, Orden, that was you, years before I came to the throne. She chose you, and will do so again. All will be well. This council will be as I wish—a chance for you to show strength to the other powers of the Hand. And this time to present them with a new heir, and security for the Inver line. It will be an opportunity to humble Afon, as well, so that he makes amends for whatever it is that has brought your ire down upon him.”

Orden looked at their joined hands, and for a moment seemed very far away.

“I don’t care about Gileta,” he said. “Not when it really comes down to it. I would not care for Afon, either, if he did not plague me so. The only person I think of is you, my star. Whether you’re happy or not, and willing to stand by me. Can you do so still?”

“Look at me.”

The king shifted his gaze to the queen’s at her command, and she held it. Ariana refused to falter. She fixed her eyes on Orden’s, and with everything in her—every last fragment of faith, of failing conviction, of foundering hope—she feigned certainty. She made the words an oath and a prayer. “I promise you. On my life, on our gods, on this child I’m bringing into the world, I remember where my heart lies. I could never forget.”

But her heart lay in a thousand pieces, and every one of them seemed to be at odds with the other. Orden was silent, and it felt as if Ariana’s pulse might stop. At last, he bent and brushed a kiss to her forehead.

“Sometimes I forget,” he said, “how you’ve fought and bled for Honoria in your own way. You suffer for us all and bear it with such grace that none of the fools at court see your work for what it is—the glory of battle on a different front.”

Ariana kept very still so that he would not see how the words, meant for praise, cut her to the quick. And as he left, she writhed on her bed and cried out, for the worst of her trial was coming, and it felt as if she would be torn in two.





IV
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It is hereby writ into law that every Honorian province must cede to the army a tithe in flesh: upon reaching the age of fourteen, each village must provide ten of its ready youths per annum—or half of those achieving their majority, whichever number be the greater—which young people are to be able in body and sound of mind, and handed over to the king’s impressment forces without resistance or delay. Every town must provide a hundred or half, every city a thousand or half, and for those families living outside the bounds of such community, one youth or half.

—AN EDICT OF HARAXAS INVER



The road from Raea’s cloister to the capital, Inverlyn, was a long one, winding through the foothills, and fiercely hot in midsummer. Though you could see the mountainside castle from the cloister by the sea, it disappeared from view for long stretches as the road led through sinuous valleys and shadowy woods. But always, the castle reappeared, asserting its presence once more from that lofty perch midway up the mountain. You’d be able to see all of the Solis Plains from up there, Fia thought.

She pressed an arm to her bound breasts for the thousandth time since leaving the cloister only half a day and a night past. They ached mercilessly, and the front of her bleached linen postulant’s kirtle was damp and sour-smelling. If she’d grown feverish, she couldn’t tell—the weather alone had her slick with sweat. Even the mule, complacent between her legs, frothed a little on the inclines, though it put its head down and carried on doggedly.

So they went, under the hot midsummer sun, toiling their way to where Orden Inver sat on his throne, keeping an eye on the plains. Keeping an eye on the cloister. Fia fought the urge to duck her head as she rounded a final bend in the road and the castle and its surrounding city sprang suddenly into full view. There was level upon level of it, spreading across the foothills. As the city scrambled up the mountainside, it seemed to become of a piece with the landscape, half built of unforgiving gray stone, half hewn into the mountain itself. Gardens grew on every terrace, spilling fragrant vines and errant flowers out onto the walls, but they made the place look no less forbidding.

Before the great gate that led into the first level of the city, Fia paused on the narrow road to look back. She caught her breath at the sight, and pressed an arm to her chest once more. This time it was her heart that pained her, though.

It was true. You could see everything from up here, where the king crouched on his mountain like a little god. The musky green foothills rolled away, redolent with pines and cedars, to where the plains began. The flatlands themselves were a patchwork of good earthen colors—browns and golds and paler greens than the conifer forests. They were dotted with orchards and occasional pasture, but mostly sown to wheat and barley and oats. All of inland Honoria and half the rest of the continent of the Hand ate through winter thanks to the Solis Plains, and Raea’s cloister stood as a proud testament to that—the only one of the goddesses’ great Honorian houses that had survived the Invers’ rise to power.

Past the plains, stretching far, far beyond knowledge, to the thin silver edge of the world, lay the sea. Fia took another breath from where she sat on her patient mule’s back and let her eyes flutter shut. She could almost imagine the cool of the cloister’s breezeways, fresh sea air blowing through their tall stone arches. In her mind she walked there still, pacing up and down with Miriel in her arms, singing old harvest songs to the baby. She liked the songs of earth and fruit and full fishing nets the best, Miriel did, the ones that had been sung since long before a king sat on the mountain. Fia would sing them to her daughter and pray, for the fullness and plenty the songs spoke of. For a return to the old ways, and a future where a king no longer governed Honoria, keeping them all locked in a succession of grueling wars.

Now here she waited on Orden Inver’s doorstep while a pair of bored guards scanned the unsealed letter Matria Dolenza had insisted she deliver to the queen. How things had changed this last twelvemonth. Sometimes Fia wondered if Raea, the Blessed Sun, really knew what she was about, or if she bothered to look down on the earth at all.

And yet. With the Matria of Raea’s cloister holding a soria’s position over her head, Fia would obey, whatever the cost, and no matter how nonsensical the order seemed. She’d traveled all the road from the cloister to the castle with bitterness lodged like a splinter inside her, but she’d obeyed. It was the only thing that consoled her, waiting on the king’s doorstep with her empty arms and painfully full breasts.

“Follow him,” one of the guards grunted, jerking his head in the direction of a small, spotty-faced page. Fia held out a hand wordlessly, waiting for her letter to be returned. After a moment, the guard surrendered it with a withering look.

The page led Fia and her long-suffering mule up, through level after level of stone houses and workshops and terrace gardens. The whole place was busy and cramped, the narrow streets a tangle of vendors’ carts and livestock and shouting people, the crowds occasionally thinning out where there was room enough on the mountainside for a tiny open square.

Fia was used to busyness by now—Raea’s cloister was overrun by sweating farmers and tipsy, joyous celebrants on market days, or when a tall-masted trading ship anchored off the shore. But it was an affable, cooperative sort of busyness. There, only the tang of salt and the sound of song or deep-voiced bells lay beneath the babble of human voices. Here, there was tension, and the smell of unwashed bodies and filth lying untended in the streets. There was an edge to the conversations too—Fia overheard scraps of gossip and rumormongering as she passed, and nearly all of it centered on the coming war. Unsurprisingly, but unnerving all the same, the people of Inverlyn seemed eager for a new conflict. It was not so on the Solis Plains; there the merchants and farmers cherished peace and the well-ordered calm they enjoyed.

In the middle of a particularly crowded roadway, Fia and her escort were forced to a standstill by a throng of people gathered outside a building with garish crimson flowers spilling from every crack and terrace. Above, on the balcony, a hard-bitten man in chain mail and furs lounged in full sun while several women in gauzy robes disported themselves around him. Fia would have paid the scene little mind were it not for the odd, fixed attention of those gathered below.

“Has no one in this city ever seen women who earn their living through bedpost business?” she grumbled to the page. “Even my village had its doxy, and a kinder soul there never was, may the Three light her path.”

As she spoke, one of the women let out a small cry, and Fia’s attention arrowed back upward. The armored man had pulled one of his companions into his lap roughly. His hand was on her throat, and naked fear shone in the courtesan’s eyes.

Without thinking, Fia called out. “Badly done! Let her go.”

Muttering a curse, the man shoved the courtesan aside and rose to his feet. He placed both hands on the rail of the balcony and found Fia with his gaze. She sat straight and stubborn astride her mule, a small pocket of empty space around her, for anyone within arm’s length had drawn back.

“Would you like to join me instead?” the armored man asked. His voice was strange and hoarse, like stone grinding against stone, and a gilded bear crest glinted on his shoulder. The stranger looked at Fia with an animal sort of cunning, but it was not the first time she’d met such a gaze. Half the men in the mountains were like that.

“You don’t want me,” Fia shot back, equally haughty, and just as fierce. Meeting strength with strength had always been her best defense—to show hesitation or weakness provided an invitation for ill-use. “I bite.”

The crowd kept utterly silent, as though waiting for something calamitous. The only sound was a sudden stomp from Fia’s mule, the impact of its steel shoe against cobblestones very loud in the fraught quiet.

“Then I will have to swallow you whole, before you can bare your fangs,” the armored man growled.

Fia shrugged. “I’d make a sour mouthful, and one liable to choke you on the way down.”

A whisper rose up in the street—a collective intake of breath. Fia read nervousness in the postures of those nearest to her. The armored man was someone of standing, then, who no one dared to offend. But on the balcony, the stranger sensed the crowd’s anxiety too. His eyes, like live coals on a dying hearth, held Fia’s for a moment more. In them was the assurance that were the two of them alone, his actions would be very different. It would be brute force meeting her now, rather than words.

Then the stranger raked the crowd with his sly gaze, threw his head back and laughed, a wild, ruinous sound.

“Honoria,” he said loudly after a moment. “What a marvelous country.”

There came a wave of answering laughter. All at once, the murmur of conversation rippled out again, and progress along the roadway resumed. Scraps of gossip followed Fia as she went.

“Now, he conducts himself like a proper warlord,” someone said.

“… reminds me of stories of Magnus Inver…”

“… don’t like our chances, not with seven years of the queen softening up the king.”

“… if he took the name and the faith, would it really be so bad?”

Fia wanted to ask the page who the lordling had been, but the boy forged on ahead, and she was hard-pressed to keep him in sight until suddenly, they entered a cul-de-sac terminating in a pair of tall, iron-studded doors. The page pounded his fist against them and gestured to Fia to dismount.

“She’ll have to come with me,” the boy said, pointing to the mule. “No animals allowed inside the castle proper. But I’ll find her a nice place down in the foothills while she waits for you. My cousin runs a stable there.”

Fia took the single burlap bag slung over the mule’s back and patted the creature affectionately.

“Look after her well,” she told the page. “Matria Dolenza lent her to me. And she’s goddess-marked, same as I am. See?”

The page’s eyes went wide as Fia pointed to a place on the mule’s withers where white hair swirled into a sunburst. But he shook his head when Fia began lifting her own fair hair to show the boy her mark.

“No, don’t,” the page stammered. “You can’t be showing that to people up here. And don’t speak so freely of the plains witches, not if you want the castle folk to take to you. The Invers may have let Raea’s cloister carry on, but it’s only because they fear upsetting the flatlanders. The king knows better than to bite the hands that feed him.”

Fia nodded solemnly and fished in her bag, pulling out a fistful of small coins. The page’s eyes were saucers now, and she couldn’t help but smile in spite of her discomfort.

“For the advice, and for looking after the mule,” she said. “I’ll collect her as soon as I can.”

“I don’t think you’re witches, whatever anyone else says,” the page blurted out, and then he was gone, leading the mule away down the precipitous castle lanes.

Inside the summit, the number of royal guards doubled. They’d been everywhere you looked in the lower levels, but here there was an absolute crowd of them. They milled about in a courtyard that might be peaceful under different circumstances. Within a sheltering stone wall, huge earthenware pots held fruit trees and almond trees, and a fountain sprang from the courtyard’s center, golden fish swimming lazily in the clear water at its base. The doorways here were not small and close like in the city, but wide arches that reminded Fia of the breezeways at home—no, at the cloister. Nothing was certain except death, Fia reminded herself, and she’d be better off both thinking and speaking of the cloister dispassionately until her fidelity oath had been said.

As she attempted to shoulder her way through the press of assembling guards, a stolid, sensible-looking woman with a lined white face and faded ginger hair appeared under one of the arches.

“Are you the cloister wench I was warned about?” the woman called out bluntly.

A few bawdy shouts rose up from guards in response, which Fia chose to ignore, though her mouth thinned and her shoulders tensed. She approached the woman, holding out her letter, but it was waved aside.

“They sent me word you were coming up, but your Matria’s got terribly bad timing—it’s chaos today, between the council and Her Majesty. I’m Glora, and I oversee all of this.” The woman gestured vaguely, as if to encompass the castle, the mountain, the Inver dynasty itself. “Follow me, and keep up.”

Fia did so meekly, not because she was meek by nature but because she’d begun learning to appear so when it seemed wise. Glora led her through an endless procession of stone chambers lit by sun drifting through long south windows, where courtiers and servants were packed nearly as thick as the guards in the courtyard. At last, they came to a winding staircase, which seemed quieter than the rest of the castle. It was so tight on the stair that Glora had to call out before they began their climb, to ensure no one was coming down, for if you were to meet someone, one of you would have to turn back. There were ropes on either side of the stair, and Fia followed, still meekly, as Glora half climbed, half pulled her way up, puffing mightily by the time they reached the top.

“It’s just—through there—” Glora gasped, pointing to the first shut door Fia had seen since reaching the castle’s upper level. “Why don’t you—get on, then—”

Fia looked down at her feet, acutely embarrassed to be forced into intimacy with a stranger. “I’ll need a bowl and some privacy first, ma’am.”

Glora rolled her eyes. “We have privies, girl; this isn’t some plains backwater.”

“It’s not a privy I need,” Fia said. “It’s for my milk. I’ve left a baby behind, and she’s six months old. There’s too much unsucked and it’s paining me.”

Glora’s stern face flamed. “A bowl. Let me find an attendant, and an empty room.”

She bustled off, muttering something about those ungodly plains witches. But before long, an attendant was found. A bowl was brought.

“The queen’s behind that door, when you’ve finished,” Glora said brusquely. “I’ve got to be getting back. Leave that bowl on the floor next to the bed—the maids’ll know to empty it like they would a chamber pot, then. And don’t wait on me once you’re ready, just let yourself into Her Majesty’s chambers. It should all be over by then; she was nearly there when I last left.”

Without any further explanation, Glora hurried through the adjacent doorway, shutting it firmly behind her. Fia wandered into an empty guest chamber and settled herself by a window that caught the cooler mountain air. Not one to waste time, she spent only a moment relishing the solitude and fresh breeze before setting herself to the task at hand, emptying her breasts as best she could with only her supple fingers. They were still half-full and bound to start aching again in an hour or two, but the journey home would be downhill, and shorter. Then she’d be back with Miriel, where she belonged.

When she’d finished, Fia set the bowl down on the floor, though she did it with reluctance. At the cloister, that bowl would have been considered a sacred women’s offering, fit for standing on the altar and mixing with honey, before being scattered on the fields to bless them with fertility. Were the altars full, at the very least it would have gone to feed some hungry animal. What’s good for the goddesses is good for the goats, or so Matria Dolenza often said.

Tired, ill-smelling, and annoyed, Fia followed in Glora’s footsteps, walking briskly down the hall to her journey’s end. A dim hum of voices sounded through the thick wood paneling of the queen’s door, and hot, dry air drifted out through the gap between the door’s bottom and the flagstones. Frowning a little at that, Fia set her hand on the latch and let herself into the room beyond.

A wall of unbearable heat hit her, along with a glow of crimson and orange flame. Vaguely, Fia recognized that there were several other people in the chamber. But she stood rooted to the spot because before her, on the enormous four-poster bed, sat Orden Inver’s queen.

“Ari?” Fia whispered, the word barely audible, and a pair of desperate dark eyes fixed on her.



Even in the mountains, they’d had news of what was happening in Corrin. Fia’s range was northerly and lay far closer to Corrin’s green fields than Honoria’s sun-soaked southern plains, or its legendary capital. She and her brother Ander watched from a distance as Honorian troops snaked through Helvar Pass on their way to the meadowland beyond.

“That’ll be me someday,” Ander said with mingled distaste and defiance in his voice, as watery spring sun glinted off the armor and artillery below them. He and Fia were on their bellies, watching from a rocky outcropping where they often lay waiting for passing hares. “In a year or two, the pressers will take me when they come, and I’ll be one of those down there, fighting for the king.”

“You won’t,” Fia told him, perfect assurance behind the words. “They didn’t take me when they came last autumn, and they won’t take you when you’re of age at fourteen, either. I’ll make sure of it.”

Ander cast her a sidelong look. “Not everyone wants to hide like a coward. It’ll be different for me.”

“It’s not hiding,” Fia said, with the worn patience of someone rehashing an old argument. “It’s just… being somewhere else at the right time. To keep yourself alive.”

Ander rolled his eyes, infinitely self-assured as only a boy of twelve could be. “I don’t care much for living if it means having to spend my life afraid. Just wait. I’ll be in armor before you ever get closer to the king’s troops than we are now.”

He had been so certain. But the Beloved Three made a mockery of Ander’s words, as they so often did. By late summer, Fia had all but forgotten the sight of the soldiers. There was too much else to think of—the consuming business of attempting to keep her own belly and Ander’s full; trying to avoid their mother Nira’s notice, lest her constant ire be directed at them; rebuffing the village’s men with their leers and their rough attentions. Simply to stay alive and unmolested was vastly hard work.

And then, in the dead of night, Fia woke with her hands dripping blood.

She knew at once that it wasn’t the result of an injury, but the byproduct of a dream still clinging to her. Fia had seen the smoke-shrouded fields of Corrin with perfect clarity, had heard the screams and artillery fire and clamor of war. More than that, she saw the row of white hospital tents shining at the edge of the sprawling battleground. Raea’s emblem was emblazoned on them, proud and golden, and sun shone on those tents while the rest of the field was in shadow.

Go, a voice ordered. A woman’s voice, rich and mellow and infinitely desirable. Fia, who’d often been beaten for waywardness, did not hesitate. She woke from the bloodborne dream—a gift granted by the goddesses—and obeyed. With crimson still staining her hands, she took nothing, for there was nothing to take, and left her village behind, following the winding trail to Corrin, which she had never traveled before.

There, she found both devastation and the daughters of the Beloved Three. Fia could not sort out why, of all people, the goddesses had called her to Corrin, or why they wanted her to tend the injured there, but she was devout in her own way. Too poor and too ignorant to have encountered much leechcraft, she could do stitchwork and sever a limb without losing the contents of her stomach. It was enough. In the hospital tents where she lent her service, the wounded outnumbered their attendants four dozen to one.

On the fifth day of her service, Fia knelt beside an Honorian soldier with a ruined arm. She no longer wondered why she had been called. All she knew now was the work. The man on the mat before her—for the makeshift hospital on the plains had run out of camp beds days ago—was old enough to be her grandfather, a grizzled veteran of many battles, with the scars to show for it. He lay stoically as Fia looped a rope around his wrist, securing it to an iron peg driven deep into the earth. A sick smell of infection rose up as she handled his injured arm, and he went gray beneath his weathered tan.

“Here. I’ll hold him, if need be, and help with clearing up when you’ve finished,” someone said softly from nearby, and Fia nodded, recognizing the voice. Ariana Lyrien, one of the women sworn to the goddess of stars.

Letting out a breath, Fia turned to her borrowed instruments—bonesaws and fleshcutters, all scrupulously clean. Half the work she did was in hauling and boiling water and cleansing the tools she’d been given. She answered directly to the daughters of Raea, overseen by a fastidious soria called Aurelia, and they insisted on rigid order and hygiene.

Selecting a thin, wickedly sharp knife, Fia looked down at the soldier.

“I have nothing for the pain,” she said evenly. “If the goddesses are merciful, you’ll lose consciousness in a moment. If they’re not, well. The soria here will pray for you.”

The dark-haired Lyrien girl at Fia’s side nodded, perfect in her piety. “Of course. You have all my prayers, now and until this is finished.”

But the soldier’s mouth twisted. “I don’t hold with the old goddesses. I’m Honorian, and an Inver, and loyal to my house. I serve Tyrus, god of war, and no other, so save your breath.”

Fia and the Lyrien soria traded a glance. Neither of them gave any response to the Honorian soldier’s statement—he was, after all, Fia’s countryman, whether they agreed on religious matters or not.

A choking groan rose from the soldier as Fia made her first cut. She worked quickly and precisely, having undertaken the same task a hundred times since leaving the mountains. Though the soldier held tight to Ariana’s hand, he did not require restraint and did not lose his wits. Sweat stood out on his forehead, and his face was a twisted mask of agony, but he kept quiet and stayed still. Fia admired that—some of the men she’d tended screamed and writhed, and while she could not blame them for doing so, it made her work more difficult, and their own cure more uncertain. If infection did not take hold again, this soldier’s arm would heal well, for his composure meant Fia was able to do the job neatly, and with care. At last, the ruined arm came away, a length of flesh left to be sewn over the remaining stump.

“Here,” Ariana said, reaching for Fia’s bloodied instruments. “Let me.”

Fia readily relinquished them, taking up her needle. She stitched quickly, absorbed in the work, knowing Ariana would keep a close eye on the soldier. The Lyrien girl crouched near his head, cleaning bonesaw and knife with great care, and set aside the water she’d used and the soldier’s soiled bandages for lavandaria feminae, the art of washing that reserved blood for offering to the goddesses.

Fia had nearly finished her stitchwork when the soldier spoke, his voice a fraying thread. She glanced up, pushing strands of tawny hair away from her face with the back of one bloodstained hand.

“Girl,” he said. “Thank you.”

Fia made no answer. She was never sure what to say when men offered her their thanks. She could not wave away her work as being of no consequence, and could not tell them they were welcome to it. They were not—Fia wished more than anything to live in a world where such service was not necessary. Where she had not found herself caught up in the excruciating intimacy of watching others suffer and die.

“How old are you?” the soldier breathed, sounding exhausted beyond all reckoning.

Fia fixed her eyes sullenly on the neat row of stitches she’d nearly completed. “Fifteen.”

“Fifteen. And not sent to Vesper, or to support the army here?”

“No.” This time, Fia set her jaw. “And it’s lucky for you I wasn’t.”

“There.” Ariana’s sweet voice fell upon them both like music, as she set the last of Fia’s gleaming cutting tools back onto their tray. “Nothing to do besides sanctify the blood now.”

The soldier did not repeat his thanks to Ariana. He did not look at her at all, for she was not Honorian, and worse yet, served gentle Lyria of the Stars, both of which rendered her beneath his notice.

“Will you do the bandaging?” Fia asked Ariana, as she tied off her last stitch. “You’re neater about it than I am.”

She said it pointedly, and mostly for the soldier’s benefit. Ariana, a true daughter of stars and faultless in her obedience, moved to Fia’s side at once.

“I’d rather you did it,” the soldier muttered, but Fia waved a careless hand.

“No. I’ve been going since dawn, I mean to sit and breathe for a spell.”

She did just that, a resolute and thorny presence, and enough to deter the soldier from any further rudeness. Truth be told, Fia’s feet ached from pacing the aisles of the long hospital tents, her knees ached from kneeling at makeshift bedsides, and her back ached from crouching over the half-dead men they gave her to tend. She was a bundle of minor pains and fatigue, but had known a great deal worse back home, so she took the opportunity to watch the Lyrien girl at work.

Ariana was a small, bird-boned thing, black-haired and milk-pale like so many from Corrin, the tiny nation that served as the continent’s last refuge for sons and daughters of the stars. In Fia’s homeland of Honoria and in Caervallion, which they had just made war against, Lyria’s worship, service, and order were expressly forbidden. Some were still graced with the goddess of stars’ mark, but they were expected to ignore it—to spend their lives faithless, or to cleave to the more brutal faiths Honoria and Caervallion had come to embrace. Only Corrin still kept a cloister for Lyria and held to her ways, serving as an oasis of peace at the heart of a continent embroiled in wars.

Or it had done, until Honoria and Caervallion, the bloodthirstiest of Corrin’s neighbors, chose Lyria’s last refuge as their battleground. Corrin did not make war, but their neighbors had brought war to it, nevertheless.

None of that could be read in Ariana Lyrien’s face, though. No grief, no distaste, no resentment toward one of the men who’d ravaged the green fields of her peaceable home. She bandaged what was left of the soldier’s arm with practiced hands, and try as Fia might, she could see nothing but serenity in the other girl. Serenity and compassion, all the way down. Not all the Lyrien sorias or fratrias were like that, either—since leaving the mountains, Fia had found some less perfect in their devotion than others. But Ariana? As far as Fia could tell, Ariana never faltered. She made Fia want to be better, to be different, to become someone other than who she’d been when she walked out of her mountains.

Another Lyrien devout approached with a smile—a boy this time, and one of the youngest and least skilled among them, who kept what Raea’s sorias grimly referred to as the Middle Watch. It was the hinterland everyone who came under their care must pass through—a suspended time, when death was as close as life, and survival for those they tended hung in the balance. Some soldiers emerged from the Middle Watch convalescent and were returned to the remnants of their respective armies, who waited in terse encampments at Corrin’s northern and southern borders. Others emerged with the inevitability of death written in every line of them, and were given over to the daughters of Silith, the changeful and mysterious moon. While Raea’s sorias alone were permitted to draw blood if it might save a life, it was Silith’s sorias who were able to bring about a painless and bloodless death with their skills as herbalists and chemists. The long tent they oversaw was an eerie, silent place, with an otherworldly calm all its own.

Fia had wandered into it once by mistake, and knew she’d never be able to find the heart or the courage to return.

“I’ll take these,” Ariana offered, balancing the tray of instruments on one hip, as Fia gathered the blood-soaked linens and bucket of crimson water.

Together, the two of them left the crowded hospital tent, which was little more than length after length of canvas stretched over supple poles. Outside, the day was beginning to die. Thick golden light spilled over Corrin’s central plains, once green and fragrant, now a wasteland of ash and craters and coiled wire. Carrion birds called harshly, feasting on the bodies of horses and of unfortunate soldiers the sorias had not yet managed to clear away. But on every side of the plains, mountains still rose to the sky, silent and weathered, washed with fading sun or cast into twilight shadow.

“I wish you could have seen it before,” Ariana said as Fia paused to take in the view. “What a thing to come to Corrin. The fields were beautiful, Fia. All wildflowers and grazing sheep and horses. I don’t know where people will go now, or what they’ll do—the armies burned their homes and slaughtered their herds or flocks.”

“I’m sure it was lovely,” Fia murmured, though the truth was, she’d known little of beauty in her life.

Wearily, they brought Fia’s bucket and bundle of linens to the washing tent and fetched fresh water to boil at one of the purifying fires, to further cleanse her cutting tools. Ariana stayed with her, and Fia was glad of the company. They sat shoulder to shoulder within a small circle of flame, as the sun sank behind the western mountains and darkness gathered around them.

“There she is,” Ariana whispered, turning her face to the sky as stars sprang to life in great milky swaths overhead. “Oh, Fia. Has she ever looked more radiant?”

Fia glanced up skeptically before stirring the embers of their fire. They were only stars to her, cold and remote, their goddess overly stringent in her demands. Fia flourished in daylight, under the encompassing light of Bright Raea, who gave life and health and nourishment. But she smiled softly at the look on Ariana’s face, of beatific rapture. Fia could not help but be drawn to such perfect worship.

“Where will you go after this?” Ariana asked presently. “Back to your mountains? Do you miss them?”

Fia nodded. “Yes, I will. And no, I don’t. It’s not a good place to live, where I come from. Not like you say Corrin was before all this. But I have a younger brother at home, who I’d never have left if it wasn’t for the dream I had. Our mother… she makes a hard life harder. I worry about Ander being alone with her. And the king’s pressers take people from our village often. I need to be there, to keep Ander clear of them.”

“I’m sorry,” Ariana said, and when she spoke the words, it seemed as if the stars themselves bent low to offer sympathy. Fia stole a glance at her in the fire’s ruddy glow. Ariana had a fineness about her, and a fragility, as if Lyria’s own light shone from within.

“And what will you do after this?” Fia asked. “What service will the mother of stars require of you next?”

“Oh, to go home, I hope,” Ariana said. She toyed with the hem of one sleeve, the deep blue fabric of her soria’s kirtle dark against the night, the wrists and neck embroidered with glinting silver stars. “My cloister is a day and a half from here, near Corrin’s eastern edge. After all this, I might…” Her voice caught, and something pained and broken flashed across her face. “I might choose seclusion for a time, to seek Lyria’s light. You came after the fighting, Fia, but I was here for it. It was a dreadful, ugly thing. Monstrous, even. I hope never to see such a sight again. But they say there’s been no resolution between Honoria and Caervallion. No lasting peace made. It was not a battle where the field was won or lost; they only shattered each other upon it.”

“I don’t know anything about that,” Fia said. “War and politics aren’t for my sort. We live and die, and there’s not much in between but getting from the one to the other.”

“I would die,” Ariana murmured devoutly, “to keep Corrin safe, and to keep anything like this from happening again.”

Fia let out a short, dry laugh. “Honoria’s doing this same thing across the sea in Vesper as we speak. Has been for two centuries, ever since the Invers came to power. We’ve not been at peace for a day since. Even growing up in a pisspot at the country’s back end, I know that. There’s no use dying for peace where I come from—it’d be a life lost in vain.”

“It’s not right.” A frown crossed Ariana’s expressive face. “The goddesses—”

“—haven’t got much to do with it,” Fia cut in. “Seeing as the Invers slaughtered Lyria and Silith’s children and threw down their cloisters when they took charge.”

But she could see Ariana was still troubled by it all—by circumstances far beyond their control, and cruelties not of their making.

“We can’t change the way the world works,” Fia said practically, sounding, after days spent in their company, like a capable and brusque Raean soria. “We’ve just got to live in it.”

“I wish we could change it.” Ariana looked up to the stars again, every line of her wistful and yearning. “I wish we could make life better, and kinder.”

Taking up a pair of tongs, Fia fished her instruments out from the boiling pot on its bed of coals.

“Barring that,” she said, “you can come with me. I’ve got two more arms and a leg I’m supposed to do before I’m so tired I can’t see straight. It won’t change the world, but I think it helps a bit.”

Getting to her feet, she held out a hand to Ariana, and wordlessly the Lyrien soria took it. As if joined at the heart, the two girls let out a small sigh and turned for the row of hospital tents where the wounded and dying waited.



Ariana Lyrien was still a slight, fragile thing, and her face in the gloom and the firelight of the queen’s chambers was pale as bleached linen. Her eyes were very wide and very dark, and her fall of damp hair was black as a night with no moon. All around her there was blood. Bloody water stood in bowls, soaked bundles of rags, and the linens the queen sat upon were a swath of scarlet. The air was sharp with the smell of it—of iron and salt and despair. Fretting attendants and fussing physicians surrounded the bed, and it made Fia anxious just to look at them.

Even from the doorway, Fia could sense the fear rolling off Ariana in waves. As she stepped into the room, Ariana’s eyes fixed on her, and it was like meeting the gaze of some wild creature caught in a trap. There was a spark of recognition, but only that, for whatever the queen felt upon seeing Fia was subsumed by fear and the task at hand.

“It’s unhealthy,” one of the attendants said waspishly. “You mustn’t lie here in your own filth like that, Majesty. Let us take the bedding and the little princess away to be disposed of and give your son to a wet nurse. The one you arranged for last month is waiting in the nursery wing.”

“No.” Ariana leaned forward, clinging to a bundle in her arms. “I was clear enough in my orders. You take nothing from this room. Not the linens. Not the birthing tools. Neither of the babies.”

“At least let the new prince be washed, then,” another attendant said. She cradled what Fia assumed was the child. Children? It was all a muddle. What, by Raea’s love and light, was Ariana even doing here? “Perhaps you could feed him yourself, if he was clean and sweet-smelling.”

“I won’t hold him. I won’t touch him,” Ariana answered imperiously. “Lyria will never stop punishing me for my faithlessness to her, and I won’t have her judgment fall on my son as well. But this one, at least, can’t come to further harm.”

A squat man with heavy jowls drew closer to the queen, and Ariana glanced a warning at him.

“Stillbirths happen, Majesty,” the man said, his voice even and reasonable. “You’ve suffered difficulties before, and birthing two children at once is always harder. Can you not be grateful the new prince survived and give the princess to me? You think well of the Priest—he’ll ensure what’s left of her is ushered out of the world in such a way that it honors our gods.”

The look the queen shot the man was venomous. Fia felt an echo of it at her core, for the same ferocity rose up in her when she thought of misfortune befalling Miriel. She’d never seen anything as pure and vicious as Ariana, who had once been a daughter of the stars and now, through some twist of bitter fate, had become this terrified, bloody queen who sat with arms wrapped around her dead child, refusing to give her over. It woke an answering fury in Fia, shot through with grief.

Ariana Inver fixed her eyes on Fia, and fathomless sorrow shone in her gaze.

To lose a child. And to lose a child like this, in a shuttered, smoky room, with unconsecrated blood staining every surface. It should not be so. Fia’s skin crawled just thinking of it.

The living child in the attendant’s arms—Honoria’s new prince—began to wail. As his thin, reedy cry echoed from the corners of the room, silent tears tracked down the queen’s face. And when all the attendants turned their attention to the babe, Ariana mouthed a single word to Fia, while the very look in her eyes was an act of supplication.

Please.

That word was Fia’s undoing.

Suddenly, Matria Dolenza’s insistence that she leave her own darling daughter behind and travel to court made terrible sense. The Matria had offered no explanation to Fia, just told her to pack her bag and be off, though there were any number of sorias who might have made the trip more conveniently. And now here was the true reason for her departure—this stricken queen, so devastatingly afraid and alone at the heart of the mountain. Fia had not thought Soria Aurelia recognized her from her service in Corrin after the battle summer. Or if so, she was certain the soria had been too busy to notice much about her when she’d tended the maimed and dying. Aurelia, evidently, had been watching. She recognized Fia upon her arrival at the cloister. And she recalled the small, bright friendship that had sparked between Fia and a young woman who had somehow become mistress of all Honoria.

This was no three-day matter. Fia understood it was not just a letter Matria Dolenza intended for her to deliver to the queen. It was Fia herself. Even the manner of service expected from her was clear.

Still unnoticed by anyone save Ariana, Fia seethed. She shut her eyes and thought of Miriel back home—yes, home, she would say it—and of how the oldest sorias would pass the baby back and forth between themselves, all trying to outdo each other for the sake of a smile from the tiny girl. When Miriel laughed, their faces split into a thousand delighted wrinkles. They never tired of her. Little Ortestra, they called her. Little sunrise, though Fia had named her daughter for the sea.

Even her birthing had been a matter of peace; a rite to Raea the blessed sun.

But Fia remembered, too, the words that had passed between herself and Matria Dolenza, when the hearing of her fidelity oath was postponed.

Is there no one else you care for? No one else for whom you want—what is it you said? Peace and security?

You’ll think me very hard-hearted, I’m sure. But no. To me there is no one else.

Not hard-hearted. Foolish, perhaps. Ignorant of the world. But those things can be remedied. A loveless heart cannot.

This was a test, then. Of the state of her heart—its openness and fitness for devotion to Bright Raea.

“It’s like a furnace in here,” Fia said briskly, stepping forward and adopting the tone Matria Dolenza used with uncooperative merchants. “Don’t you think Her Majesty and the new prince might want a breath of fresh air?”

“All Inver children are born by firelight,” one of the court ladies answered, sounding shocked and indignant as she finally took notice of Fia’s presence. She looked like one of the empty-headed songbirds that sang overloud in the cloister’s olive trees before dawn—all dressed in garish yellow and green, with nodding feathers in her hair. “Who are you, anyway? What are you doing in here?”

“She’s one of Dolenza’s brood,” the thickset man at the queen’s side said dismissively. He was a physician, judging by his air of authority and the perfunctory way in which he felt for Ariana’s pulse. “Brought a letter or some such for Her Majesty. Well, will you give it to her and be on your way or not, girl?”

Fia bristled and hid her annoyance behind a sharp-edged smile.

“This Inver child’s been birthed already,” she said. “Do they live their entire lives by firelight as well, or are they ever allowed a glimpse of the sky?”

The physician scowled at Fia and reddened alarmingly as she crossed the room and threw back the curtains, only to find locked shutters behind them.

“The prince isn’t meant to see the sky until he’s been blessed by our Priest,” the physician croaked. “His Majesty doesn’t want the mistakes that were made with his firstborn to be repeated. From now on, his children will be inured from birth to the wiles of false goddesses.”

“Well, I don’t know anything about false goddesses,” Fia said, still brisk, still aggressively cheerful. “All I know is I’ve been sent up from Raea’s cloister to bring a blessing for the child and to offer my services to the queen for a few days. Consider it a gesture of goodwill, from one power of the land to another.”

An elderly, pinch-faced attendant with a severe profile and hair piled high on top of her head sniffed. “What service can you possibly offer that none of the court women are able to provide?”

“I’m the wet nurse you’re in want of,” Fia answered flatly, keeping her voice emotionless to hide the way her heart ached. “Matria Dolenza thought the queen might prefer me, until she and the prince have got to know each other.”

“Oh, thank the gods,” the attendant holding the babe said. “I don’t care where you’ve come from, so long as you’ll take the child and feed him.”

But Fia held back.

“With your permission, Majesty?” she asked, looking only at the queen. After a brief pause, Ariana nodded.

An attendant passed the little prince to Fia as if the baby was made of glass. When she took the child and cradled him it was jarring, to look down and see the queen’s dark hair and unfamiliar Inver features, rather than Miriel’s sunny face and cap of golden curls. The difference set a shocked, breathless pain inside Fia—the sort that came after a hard and sudden jolt.

Nevertheless, there were the attendants waiting. And there was Ariana, still lying among her blood-soaked sheets, pleading to Fia with her wide brown eyes. The baby’s cries had grown insistent, and so Fia did not hesitate. She pulled down the neck of her shift and bared a breast, bringing the king’s son to it with a deftness born of practice.

“Not in front of the queen!” the physician barked, though at the sight of the prince contentedly feeding, some of the tension drained from the room.

“Whyever not?” Fia asked. She looked down at the baby and smiled, as tears welled in her eyes and dropped gently onto the side of the child’s face. She couldn’t help it—the knowing that she’d left her own daughter behind, even for a little while, was an icy weight inside her. But the tears were a good gift. Already this little princeling had been blessed by blood and milk and saltwater, each sacred to one of the Beloved Three.

Perhaps it would make him gentler than his forefathers had been.

Crying in front of anyone made Fia irritable, though. She pushed a few loose strands of hair back from her face and fixed the physician with an unflinching stare.

“The queen’s got a pair of her own, hasn’t she?” Fia asked. “And I’d assume, if you were in want of a wet nurse, that the king objects to sharing them. Well, I’ve no king to worry about—no husband nor wife, either—so far be it from me to quibble over who sees my tits.”

An affronted murmur broke out among the courtiers, but they all fell silent as a hoarse sound came from the bed. It took Fia a moment to realize the queen was laughing.

“She’s right,” Ariana Inver rasped. “And I’ve no more need of any of you. Leave me. You’ve all done what you came for, and I won’t hold you any longer. Let me be alone.”

The physician looked as if he’d swallowed a frog, and as if he’d like to protest, but Fia carried the prince over to the queen and stood at her side stalwartly as the child gave suck. With a disgusted shake of his head, the queen’s warden swept out of the room, and everyone else trailed along in his wake.

When they’d all gone, Fia bolted the door. Still cradling the prince with one arm, she doused the fire with a hopper of sand, then crossed the room to throw open the shutters as well as the curtains. Clean mountain air rushed in, and at once the room felt bearable.

“There,” Fia murmured as the prince turned his small, wizened face toward the light. She spoke to him as she would to any new child, pointedly ignoring the fact that he was an Inver, and the king’s heir, and might one day sit on Honoria’s throne. “That’s Raea, the sun. Tonight you’ll meet Silith the moon, and Lyria’s many stars. They’ve all been waiting to get a glimpse of you, my love.”

“Fia,” Ariana called, her voice weary. Fia turned and saw the queen had dropped back onto the pillows and looked even worse than before, with her pale skin and blood-streaked legs. Holding fast to the bundle containing her stillborn daughter, Ariana beckoned to Fia with her free hand.

Fia went, instinctively falling into the rocking gait of a woman with a babe in arms.

“I couldn’t let them take the sheets,” Ariana said as Fia came up beside her. Her eyes locked on Fia’s own, and she still seemed to be pleading for help or comprehension, though Fia could not imagine why, now the irksome courtiers had left and the room was cooler. “Or the cloths, or the wash water. Not any of it. They burn what they can, and what they can’t is carted to the nearest ravine and tossed to the bottom, and it just lies there.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Fia reassured her. “As soon as the prince is fed. Which of the Three would you like your women’s offering—”

But Ariana held a finger to her lips, and Fia could feel the strength of her fear once more, a sickening wave of terror as the queen pulled back a light fold of linen from the face of the stillborn child in her arms.

A shock ran through Fia, setting her aflame from head to toe. Small and silent as the queen’s infant daughter was, she blinked up with murky blue eyes and turned toward the sudden increase of light. A miniature crescent of snow-white stars marked her already, curving around the outer edge of her left brow and her eye.

“But—” Fia began softly, and the queen shook her head.

“She had no breath when they gave her to me, and no goddess mark, either,” Ariana said, so low that Fia had to bend closer to catch her words. “Then life sparked in her, and her mark appeared. They were all busy with the prince, and I knew—this is her chance, Fia. Her chance at freedom. I gave Celina what I could, helping to ensure she was placed at Raea’s cloister, but it will never be enough. She’ll always be caught between worlds—between her goddess and her blood. But this one—she can be whole. She can be Lyria’s alone, and never know otherwise. It’s the work of the Three themselves that you walked into this room just now.”

Ariana was begging, and Fia was powerless to resist. She’d left everything she knew behind in an attempt to gain a better life for Miriel. There was nothing she would not do to purchase greater security and happiness on behalf of her daughter. How could she refuse another woman trying to do the same, even if it meant involving herself in the affairs and intrigues of kings and queens?

“What can I do?” Fia asked, pitching her voice to match Ariana’s. “How can I help?”

Consciously, Fia strove to project what she’d felt from Matria Dolenza in difficult situations—an air of reassurance. Of competence, and certainty. Tears swam in the queen’s dark eyes, and Ariana pressed her lips together, struggling to regain composure before answering.

“You must take her to the Priest,” Ariana murmured. “He’ll know what to do.”

“The Inver Priest?” Fia asked doubtfully. “Are you certain?”

“Yes,” Ariana said. “But wait. What will you do if she cries along the way and someone overhears?”

Fia drew the little prince from her breast and covered herself. He’d fallen fast asleep, his sweet mouth gone slack, and he stayed limp and peaceful as she settled him into his mother’s arms.

“I’ll hide her goddess mark,” Fia said. “And say she’s the prince, who I’m taking to be blessed by your gods. No one will know any better.”

Ariana nodded. For the briefest moment, she sat still, staring down at the two infants in her arms. Then she bowed low to kiss her daughter’s face, leaving it wet with tears as Fia had done with the prince.

“Take her,” Ariana ordered, her voice low and broken. “Take her before I lose the will for this.”

Fia did, gathering up the small, silent princess and draping a loose corner of linen over her face, just as the queen had done.

But on the threshold, Ariana stopped her.

“Fia,” the queen said. “You left a child of your own behind? Does it hurt you, to be apart?”

Fia looked back. Ariana still lay surrounded by blood, visibly exhausted and utterly alone except for the little prince sleeping in her arms.

“I have a daughter. Miriel,” Fia said. “I’ve only been gone two days, and it’s… it’s like a heartbreak that happens moment by moment, breath by breath. She is always in my thoughts. But I make it my prayer that as often as I think of her, the Beloved Three will do so as well, and that she will be blessed by their kindness and their regard.”

“Thank you.” The queen’s voice was faint, her eyes beginning to drift shut. “Oh, Fia, thank you for coming. I don’t think I’ve ever needed someone more. Will you be back, after you’ve finished with the Priest?”

Fia cursed Matria Dolenza inwardly, because as she looked at Ariana, a brief stab of the same protective anger she felt for Miriel rose up in her chest. Setting her jaw, she shook her head and pushed against her own nature. This was not what she’d left her old life for.

“I’m not sure,” Fia said reluctantly. “My daughter’s counting on me, so I don’t like to make any promises. You understand, don’t you?”

“Of course I do.”

But the words came out of the queen thin and hopeless, and Fia was forced to hurry away to hide how the sound of them pained her.





V
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I dreamed of you last night, and of your queen, alone in the bedchamber. You were a flame, she a star, and when the two of you came together, your fire burned her until she cried out for pleasure and anguish and was consumed utterly. But she left behind a mote of stardust, overlooked by you. I took it for my own and raised it to become a ravening maw that consumed all of the known world.

When I woke from the dream, my hands were drenched with blood.

—FROM AFON CAERVALLIN TO ORDEN INVER



Orden Inver, master of all Honoria, wanted so many things so badly that often it felt as if he was a hollow man. Inside, there was nothing—just a gaping hole he perpetually strove to fill. He wanted Honoria. Wanted to add to its power and prestige. Wanted a great name for himself, and a secure place in the iron chain of the Inver dynasty. Wanted game pie for dinner, a warm body in his bed afterward, and a morning where no duties called on his time and attention.

The greater wants, he was sure of. Honoria was his, the queen would give him an heir, and somehow, someday, he would add meaningfully to the Inver legacy. The lesser wants were beyond his grasp. Game pie would not do for a court dinner at the onset of summer council, he could no longer stomach a bedfellow who was not the queen, and affairs of state had wakened Orden before dawn every day for ten years.

What he really wanted, he thought irritably to himself as he strode through the castle, was Ariana. He wanted her safe and well by his side. Since the day he’d clapped eyes on her, he’d wanted the lapsed soria, and he kept on wanting her. Perhaps another woman would have bored him as queen, and he’d have indulged himself with a string of mistresses. Orden wasn’t sure and didn’t bother dwelling on it. He had wedded and bedded Ari, against the strenuous objections of every one of his counselors, and he still wanted her because, damn him, he always wanted what he didn’t have. He had his queen’s body. Had her allegiance, in many ways, even if he could never hope to have it entirely. But there were things she kept hidden from him—depths he knew she withheld, refusing to let him plumb. Orden was not a man of half measures. If he wanted a thing, he wanted it all. And oh, he wanted that daughter of stars more than he’d ever desired anything else.

Descending the castle’s broad, winged main staircase, Orden shoved through the double doors at their base, which led into the courtyard. It was a hot, still day and his ceremonial guards stood sweating in full uniform, kitted out in the Inver crimson and gold, a flame emblem glinting on every shoulder.

“Gaius,” Orden said tersely as the head of the royal guard broke away to join him. “It’s wretchedly hot. Tell the men to fall out and wait in the shade. Send a page for a water butt, as well. No use having someone faint on his feet. I won’t impress Caervallion at the cost of tormenting my own soldiers.”

Gaius nodded and carried the king’s orders out with alacrity. Guards passing their sovereign offered respectful but companionable nods as they dispersed to loiter about the courtyard. Better, Orden thought. He was not a despot like Afon. He’d not greet his rival with rigidity and formality, but with a court and a guard devoted to him and pleased to have him overseeing the Inver house. The same couldn’t be said of Afon—Caervallion chafed under his rule. The Caervallin people were too recently governed by sorias to readily accept a king, especially one who came out of nowhere and rose to power in the span of a few blood-soaked years. Afon was feared and despised. Orden, if he had his way, would be loved. Would be the first Inver to truly lay claim to that response from his people. Honoria ought to be ready to overlook the sins of his forebearers—she’d had two centuries to reconcile herself to the past and learn to let bygones be bygones. Unlike Afon, Orden was no longer concerned with anything as crude as brute dominion. He was after his country’s heart and soul.

Across the courtyard, an unobtrusive entrance to the servants’ corridors was flung open. One of the pages barreled out into the sunshine—a spotty-faced boy who seemed to be always underfoot, and doing his job with more diligence than most. The page stopped dead, scanned the courtyard, and then hurried toward Gaius, but Orden drew him up short with a word.

“Boy,” the king called out. “Whatever your news or your troubles, come to me.”

Transparently overawed, the page approached.

“What is it?” Orden asked, resolving to learn the boy’s name later. He ought to be treated well and groomed for eventual prominence in the royal household. Glora had been making noises for years about how taxing her role was—perhaps she’d like to train the boy to be castellan, once she was ready to step down as chatelaine. That would be the end of an era—Orden could not recall a time when Glora had not ruled the mountain castle’s staff with her familiar harried efficiency.

The page looked up at Orden and an odd flurry of emotion crossed his face. Pride, worry, excitement, reluctance.

“Out with it,” Orden said.

“The queen’s trial is ended,” the page said breathlessly. “She’s given Honoria a son and heir.”

Orden could not help grinning. He felt as if his very bones were glad. While his brother the Priest had always been able to hide strong emotion, Orden didn’t have the temperament for even feigned reserve. He clapped the page on one shoulder so hard that the boy’s teeth rattled.

“Excellent! And the queen is well?”

“Well in body,” the boy said with a nod. He hesitated for a moment before carrying on. “But there’s been some upset. Matria Dolenza sent a wet nurse, from her own cloister. The Chief Physician’s in a temper about it, and the queen’s ladies are scolding. Her Majesty put them all out and will only have the new wet nurse with her.”

Orden’s grin immediately became a frown. “That’s not like Ari. She knows her duty, and how I feel about Dolenza’s women. Send word that I want the soria dismissed and a proper nurse found.”

The page shot Orden a look, and there was almost a hint of disapproval in it. Certainly, a glint of canniness lit his eyes. “There was a proper nurse. Her Majesty picked one out herself from among the minor noble families. But she bore two children today—your son and heir, and a little princess. The girl was stillborn.”

Ah. That would have upset Ari badly. Not an excuse for her behavior, but an explanation, certainly. Stillbirths were common enough and did not seem worth fretting over to Orden—the waste of time and energy in suffering a pregnancy that came to nothing must be irksome, but children died every day. At least with a stillbirth, one hadn’t grown attached. Ariana had fine sensibilities, though—far more so than Inver women, who rarely grieved such losses. Ari, by contrast, had slipped two pregnancies early and mourned them both deeply. Putting aside Celina had been even worse—for a brief time, Orden had been afraid his queen might die of the loss.

He would tolerate Dolenza’s emissary for Ariana’s sake, Orden resolved, feeling generous. He had his heir, his queen was delivered from her trial, and whatever helped Ariana back to good health was worth an irritating reminder of how Raea’s cloister steadfastly withstood Inver rule.

“Tell Her Majesty she may keep the nurse,” Orden said to the page. “And that she’s done very well, and I will come to her as I may. Tell her not to fret about the lost child—there will be others, if she wishes.”

The boy’s mouth tightened. Somehow, Orden had displeased him. Imagine that—a king, displeasing a page. Perhaps not castellan, then. Perhaps a page in perpetuity, kept in his position long after all his fellows were promoted. But displeased or not, the boy obeyed at once, bowing before haring off with his message.

“I have a son and heir,” Orden announced in an expansive voice, loud enough for all gathered in the courtyard to hear. The guards sent up a full-throated cheer and a handful of nobles passing through the forecourt stopped with pleased gasps. “Gaius, make that water butt a cask of ale. No, better yet, I’ve a barrel of summer wine in the cellar that was laid down the year I was born. Have it brought up, and we’ll toast Honoria’s new prince.”

More cheers. Orden’s grin was back, and not even the soft, silken voice of his spymaster could dampen the joy of this moment.

“Most would save a choice vintage like that for their royal guests this evening,” Lucian said, appearing at Orden’s side. He was a small, neat man of indeterminate age, who’d been spymaster to Orden’s father but changed allegiance without compunction when Orden began the bloody rise to power Inver tradition demanded. “They would believe such a fine wine is wasted on common guards who haven’t the palate to appreciate it.”

“And you’d agree with them, I suppose.” Orden cast a sidelong glance at Lucian. The man was a necessary evil, but not one he relished enduring.

“I did not say so, Majesty,” Lucian prevaricated. “I only warn you what others might think.”

“And are you interested in what I think?”

“Always, Majesty.”

A snake, Orden thought with distaste. But best to keep a snake within sight. It was dangers unseen that posed the greatest threat. “I think that it won’t be Gileta of Song Royale or Afon of Caervallion or Corrin’s Arbiter and Arbitress who keep my son safe. His life won’t rest in their hands each and every day. It will rest in the hands of his guard. They are the most important alliance he can possibly make.”

“Did they keep your father safe?” Lucian asked in his soft voice. “Or your sisters or your brothers? No one is truly secure on this mountain, Majesty, and we would all do well to remember it.”

Not for the first time, Orden imagined throttling the spymaster with his bare hands. He could do it from the very throne on an audience day and no one would object. But Lucian, unfortunately, had manifold uses, and made certain that he was always needed by his sovereign.

Orden’s wine was brought out and the barrel tapped, the guard loudly toasting their king, their queen, and their new prince’s health. Into the clamor, a runner appeared, bringing news for Gaius.

“Gileta’s nearly here,” Gaius informed the king. “The Arbiter and Arbitress have joined her retinue, but there’s no sign of Afon yet. Shall I have the guard fall back in?”

Orden surveyed them indulgently. “No. Leave them as they are. Let Song Royale and Corrin see what a kingdom secure in its line of succession looks like. And let Gileta remember that there’s more to Honoria and the Invers than warfare, though she’s so incensed that we plan to engage Caervallion again.”

“Very well, Majesty.”

Gaius bowed, and Orden watched him go.

“Do you see that?” Orden asked Lucian. “Gaius thinks I’m wrong. He wants the guard in formation to show them off best, but he’d never question my judgment. Why is it that you question my judgment, Lucian?”

A cup of wine had materialized in the spymaster’s hand, though Orden had not seen him fetch one or summon it from a servant. Smiling, Lucian took a sip.

“A very good vintage indeed, Majesty. Only fitting, as the year of your birth was good for all Honoria. Do you know, I remember seeing you as a babe in arms and thinking yes, this one will be king.”

And then I made you so.

The implication hung unspoken between them, and Orden shifted his weight before walking away without so much as a parting word. He did not owe Lucian courtesy. All he owed the man was a high rank and survival. Lucian ought to consider himself lucky to have the king’s protection—power and safety were infrequent bedfellows at Inver court, as the spymaster had just reminded Orden.

At the head of the courtyard, the gates to the lower city opened. Silver bugles sounded a cool, melodic fanfare, and Gileta’s retinue swept in.

They were on foot. The royal party from Song Royale was always on foot, since the battle summer in Corrin during the third year of Orden’s reign. It was Gileta’s way of protesting what Orden and Afon had done—the finest hoofstock on the Hand had been bred and raised on Corrinian pastureland, and without the white mares Corrin had formerly provided to her, Gileta chose to walk.

If an empress walked, her people must walk too.

The Imperatrice swept over to Orden and held out a hand for him to bow over. In the past, she had always offered him a kiss of greeting—the formal gesture was an immediate signal of her displeasure over Orden’s new war.

“Imperatrice,” he said, with an attempt at warmth. “Welcome back to Inverlyn.”

She had already stepped away, her retinue fanning out behind her. Gileta was a tall woman with midnight-dark skin and hair gone gray, and she moved soundlessly across the courtyard cobbles. Her attendants were women to a one, dressed in night blues and charcoal grays and dark aubergines, their garments simple, floating things of silk. The Imperatrice’s followers stood in silence and moved in tandem, and Orden knew there was some complicated system of rank indicated by the knots in the gold or silver or copper cords they wore at the waist. He’d never bothered to learn it, but Ariana knew. She knew the name of every last Song attendant, and their proper mode of address. Ari greeted everyone from Song Royale or Caervallion or a visiting pan-oceanic nation with flawless courtesy, choosing only to snub Corrin’s summer delegates.

“You’re being very foolish, Orden,” Gileta said without preamble. “Let’s be clear on that straightaway. I would not have come to this summer’s council if your queen had not begged me to, as I believe there’s little to be done here besides sever our alliance, unless you’ve thought better of your planned war.”

Orden tamped down annoyance. Clearly Gileta intended to be as truculent as possible. The desire to lash back with some retort or threatened sanction gnawed at him. But if Ari was here, she’d placate the Imperatrice. It was what Honoria needed, so Orden swallowed back a sharp answer.

“I believe this is a conversation best reserved for the council table,” he said easily. “For the time being, perhaps I can convince you to set politics aside, and avail yourself of Honoria’s hospitality.”

“In that case, your hospitality thus far has been sorely lacking,” Gileta said relentlessly. “We found the roads here poorly maintained. My retinue was waylaid by bandits, and relieved of many valuables. Soria Sylene lost an opal bracelet which has been in her family for eight generations.”

“I’ll redouble my guard along the roads between Inverlyn and Song Royale,” Orden promised. “But you mustn’t hold it against us for too long, Gileta; every country has its bandits. I believe Caervallion is uniquely plagued by them.”

He meant the last as both a jest and a jibe—Gileta was infamous for the length and severity of her grudges, and Caervallion was known to sanction the raiding of Corrinian villages by renegades.

Rather than softening, Gileta shot him a stern look. “Not all nations are plagued by impeccably organized outlaws, who waylay their chosen targets with Vesperin tactics and wear the emblem of the drowned flame etched into their skin. They seemed especially irate, now that you’ve increased your impressment efforts in order to fuel fighting here on the Hand.”

Orden bit back a curse. Deserters, headed up by a Vesperin agent sent to be a pebble in the royal shoe. They’d even taken an emblem for themselves. The Inver flame, being snuffed out by an oncoming wave.

Tyrus take them all, Orden thought, and his mood grew markedly darker. Between Afon’s impending arrival, difficult friendships like Gileta’s, the insidious presence of Lucian, a two-hundred-year war inherited from his forefathers, and the pernicious influence of the deserters, it was a wonder Honoria didn’t crumble, or its king run mad.

He wanted Ariana at his side. Wanted her badly, but this time, just thinking about her cheered him.

“Bandits are nothing to me today,” Orden said to Gileta, his grin returning. “Whatever other troubles Honoria labors under, one is at an end—the queen has just delivered my son and heir.”

Gileta raised an eyebrow. “So you’ve finally secured the line of succession to your liking? I offer you congratulations on behalf of all Song Royale.”

Even that was half a barb. A succession to your liking. Gileta meant to cast the moon child up to Orden. He’d kept the girl safe and allowed her to live. What more did anyone want from him? His predecessors would have killed a goddess-marked child like Celina. They’d have cast her over the mountainside so that she was dashed to pieces on the rocks below. He had been far more merciful than most Invers.

“Did your apostate wife survive her childbirth?” a quiet voice asked curiously.

Behind Corrin’s retinue stood two figures who clearly did not belong to it. A man and a woman, dressed in drab Corrinian homespun. They were not nobles, nor even sworn to the goddess of stars. Corrin chose its civil representatives by lot from among the common people, referring to them as Arbiter and Arbitress. They mediated disputes and spoke for their beleaguered country as they saw fit. Every two years, the Arbiter and Arbitress were chosen anew. This pair, Orden had met at last summer’s council. He had not been favorably impressed by them, or by their attitude toward his queen.

“You mean, did the gods spare your queen, the mistress of all Honoria?” Orden growled, beginning to feel very much like a hapless bear who’d fallen prey to an unforeseen baiting. “Yes, they did, much as it will disappoint you. I made a blood sacrifice before dawn this morning to secure Her Majesty’s safety, and only a handful of hours later she delivered our child. She cannot reclaim her place at my side soon enough.”

A glint of defiance kindled in the eyes of Corrin’s Arbitress, and the Arbiter’s lip curled. In the past, Corrin’s representatives had been more like the daughters of stars—temperate, peaceable, meek. Over the years, those who spoke for Corrin had grown angrier, and less biddable. Oh, they did not dare to truly outrage either of the wolves that bordered them to the north and south, and which could rend them anew, but they made no secret of their hatred of Orden and Afon and all they stood for.

The feeling, Orden thought grimly, was mutual.

“Has Afon arrived yet?” Gileta asked, smoothly resuming control of the conversation. The Arbiter and Arbitress fell silent, ceding to her as their lone ally and source of official support on the Hand.

“No,” Orden said. “He’s whoring, down in the city. Doubtless someone will die of it. What a charming representative for your shared goddess he makes. Perhaps if Silith chose a Matria once more, Afon could be reined in by the moon’s true voice and hands.”

He meant the last to sting. Gileta was fond of acting the part of Silith’s chief emissary, but the moon’s followers staunchly refused to name a successor to Olienne, the Matria whom Orden’s predecessors had slaughtered.

The Imperatrice ignored his taunt and seemed unwilling or unable to hear any criticism of the Caervallin king. “Whatever Afon’s nature, it’s you who’s choosing unnecessary warmongering over the well-being of the Hand. You leave me with no recourse but to attempt to reason with Afon. We do indeed have a goddess in common, and if I must give Caervallion the incaendium that has previously been traded to Honoria in order to rob you of your fangs and preserve peace, I’ll gladly do so and wash my hands of any guilt concerning your people and your other war in Vesper.”

She might as well have said it outright. I will use your family’s sins, and their massacre of our innocents, as a cautionary tale to bring Afon in line, and then will build him up into an enemy you dare not engage.

“If you think a weapon like incaendium will go unused by Afon, you’re sorely mistaken,” Orden said. “Should you cede him so much as a grain, he will use it against Honoria, regardless of any agreement he strikes with you to uphold peace on the Hand. The man has no honor. If Tyrus bares his sword on my behalf, Afon will be vanquished soon, while fighting against me. That is the best outcome the Hand can hope for now.”

Gileta gave Orden a look, dark and fathomless as the new moon. “I forget sometimes how young your dynasty is. How brief your history, and how little you understand. I see no reason that we could not make a proper Silithien of Afon. Consider it your own fault if I am forced to look to Caervallion now for an ally.”

Having spoken her piece, Gileta and her retinue swept past Orden, for all the world as if they owned his castle.

Once, they had.

Worry tightened around Orden’s throat like a noose. His people were stretched very thin—the conflict in Vesper ate at Honorian resources constantly, stealing the best and brightest of the citizenry, requiring vast inputs of coin and craft and material goods. Caervallion had no similar draw upon its citizens or its coffers, and though it was not as prosperous as Honoria, an allegiance with Song Royale would grant Caervallion new riches and a wealth of incaendium, with which the horror of witchsmoke could be produced.

The very idea of having to face an army that utilized the dread weapon of his dynasty’s own devising soured Orden’s stomach and brought out cold sweat on his brow. But he would not be the king who failed, Orden resolved fiercely, balling his hands into fists at his sides. He would win his wars, and keep his country, his crown, his queen, his life. He wanted it all. And what he wanted, he no longer sought to grasp for his own sake alone. Now he wanted it for his son after him too.

“I warned you,” Lucian’s silken voice said at Orden’s side. He’d appeared soundlessly, watching as the Imperatrice’s retinue vanished into the castle. “You ought to have marched on Caervallion at once, rather than declaring your intent, and giving them all time to conspire against you. Why you’re waiting when Afon’s been needling you for years is beyond me.”

Orden thought of the letters he’d received sporadically from Afon ever since their battle summer. Threats, rantings, provocation, and insidious inquiries as to the health of Ariana and the state of the Inver king and queen’s bedchamber. A new missive from Afon was enough to make Orden’s skin crawl. But Hadrian had believed a delay was best—as councilor to Orden’s father, Hadrian Inver had presided over many a victory in Vesper, and had assured the king that providing his people with an opportunity to consider the evils of Caervallin worship and the benefits of a conquest on the Hand would lead to far greater support for his new conflict. When Ariana had begged for a chance to attempt peace, Hadrian had agreed even to that.

Let Honoria see Afon as he is, Hadrian advised the king with satisfaction. When he sojourns within our border, your people will understand better the nobility and honor of their own sovereign, the glory of the conquests you seek, and the barbarous nature of Caervallion. It will bring home to them that we are best served by making a vassal of the north and imprinting the fire and culture of our faith and practices on those wild lands. And if the gods are willing, conquering Afon will lead you to greater success than any of your forefathers. First, a victory in Caervallion. Then afterward, in Vesper, for we will have the means to prevail there with half the Hand at our disposal.

“Majesty,” Gaius said, shoving past a knot of guards and puffing a little as he offered a bow to the king. “Afon is on his way.”





VI
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If any grown Honorian be sun-marked or moon-marked or star-marked, let them cleave to the Inver gods, or serve the refractory house of Raea on the Solis Plains. If a child is visited with a mark of the old goddesses, let them be raised properly, in the Inver faith.

But if a scion of the ruling house be born goddess-marked, or visited with the mark at any time, let them be dashed upon the rocks of our mountain, lest the purity of our line grow polluted and our practices corrupt.

—A RELIGIOUS RULE OF THE FIRST PRIEST



Beneson the page had been in the castle’s employ for four years, and in the Priest’s opinion was by far the most useful member of the Inver household. He was possessed of three invaluable qualities, rare in someone grown, let alone a boy of thirteen. A good-hearted child with the most sensitive of moral compasses, he always managed to be just where he was needed most, and coupled his usefulness and tender conscience with enviable discretion. The Priest suspected Beneson, young and unassuming though he was, harbored more Inver secrets than the king’s own spymaster—the key difference being that Beneson was a locked vault and a confidence entrusted to him was kept safe forever, rather than evolving into a weapon as most Inver secrets did.

So as the Priest heard Beneson’s familiar footsteps approaching from across the cavern of the gods, he knew the interruption would be worth his while. Even if it was only that the boy wanted company, as he sometimes did, making time for Beneson was always worthwhile. Accordingly, the Priest set aside what he’d been doing—mixing a crock of new goat’s milk with bruised paschalflower so that he might stave off the softening of the bones brought on by the cavern’s endless dark—and wiped his hands on a cloth, turning to face the approaching boy.

There was someone else with him. Someone whose wary, self-assured tread the Priest did not recognize. But as the page and the stranger stopped before him, the Priest caught a distinctive scent.

Salt water. Linen. Lavender. The warm fragrance of soil on a summer afternoon. It was one of Matria Dolenza’s women, standing next to Beneson. Only the daughters of Raea still smelled of sun, even in this lightless place.

“Beneson. Soria,” the Priest said with a courteous nod of his head. But it was disconcerting that a soria was here at all without the Priest having heard of it beforehand. Usually the network of devout scullery maids and disillusioned court secretaries he’d cobbled together did better by him than this.

“Priest,” Beneson said, his voice high and anxious. “Can I have a private word?”

The Priest nodded.

“My apologies, soria. This will only take a minute,” he said, before drawing Beneson aside.

“Something happened upstairs this morning,” Beneson whispered, rising up on his toes to speak for the Priest’s ear alone. The boy was used to the sanctuary and the dark and carefully held his torch clear of them both, the heat of it perceptible to the Priest. “Lucian purged the kitchen and the guard of anyone goddess-marked. Turned them out, without pay or reference. I think… I think maybe His Majesty’s more anxious than he lets on about this new war he’s after, and about trouble at summer council. Most of your folk are gone now. There’ve been a lot of changes among the court officials and the nobles, too—positions cut, people sent off to their estates without a warning or a reason, and others brought in from the provinces who’ve never so much as visited the capital before. And I heard the king had words with Gileta in the courtyard earlier. She’s not been in Inverlyn three hours and already threatened to break her alliance with Honoria and support Caervallion instead.”

The Priest frowned. Well, that at least explained why he hadn’t heard a messenger from Dolenza was in the castle. As for Gileta, she was always murmuring about shifting her allegiance to Caervallion, given their nominal worship of Silith. Thus far, Orden’s more moderate temperament and Afon’s crueler nature had prevented such a change. But with Orden calling for war, and Ariana indisposed, Gileta might finally make good on her threat.

Ruthlessly, the Priest forced down any feeling or opinion he might have on the matter. His sphere was the religious, not the political. Better he kept himself uninvolved. If he was ever to dabble in affairs of state, it would only draw attention and paint him as a threat to the throne and Honoria’s established order. Though many Invers questioned Orden’s wisdom in allowing his half brother to survive, they had grown used to the Priest’s presence in their sanctuary. The Priest relied on that familiarity and complaisance for his own safety—he had no interest in challenging the status quo.

“What about Ari?” the Priest asked swiftly. “I haven’t had any news. Is Her Majesty’s trial over yet?”

Beneson hesitated, clearly uncomfortable. “Yes, but… I think the soria can explain it all better than I can. That’s what she’s come for. I’ve got to get back upstairs—Afon will be here any minute, and everyone’s in a lather.”

“Go,” the Priest said, and Beneson hurried off.

Returning to the altar rise where the soria waited, the Priest was puzzled for a moment. Fear and discomfort radiated from her, and Dolenza’s women were generally an unflappable lot. She stood motionless, and the Priest did not realize what was eating away at her until she spoke.

“It’s dark,” the soria said, her tone at once nervous and belligerent.

“Apologies,” the Priest said again, as he moved to the hearth goddess’s altar and took a patch box from the shelf at back of it. Striking sparks, he lit the tinder kept perpetually ready in each of the gods’ metal braziers. Warmth and the sound of catching flames radiated from the hearth goddess’s altar, not loud enough to drown out the soria’s relieved sigh.

“This is the first time I’ve met a soria who minds the dark,” the Priest said mildly, returning to her when he was certain the little altar fire had taken. “Gileta once told me followers of the Three see an absence of light as an attribute of Silith, for the Wise Moon sometimes hides her face entirely.”

“I’m not a soria,” the woman before him answered, still tense and unhappy, though her fear had lost its edge. “Just a postulant. And I don’t much care if the dark belongs to Silith. To me, it belongs to my mother, who used to shut me up in a root cellar with no light. The winter my two younger sisters died of plague, the ground was too hard for them to be buried, and my village couldn’t spare the fuel for a pyre. So we kept their bodies frozen in the cellar until spring. I spent days at a time down there with them, when I’d been clumsy, or done something that got my mother’s back up.”

She spoke the words with restrained anger, as if she meant to startle or wound him in order to vent some private passion. But the Priest, who oversaw the spiritual needs of the bloody-minded Invers, had grown very hard to shock.

“How unfortunate,” he said, the words dry and unsympathetic. “I myself was consigned to perpetual darkness when my brother the king failed in his attempt to murder me and left me sightless instead.”

But the postulant, it seemed, was equally difficult to catch off guard.

“We’re both richly blessed in our family, then,” she answered without a moment’s hesitation. “How the divine have favored us. Are we alone here, Priest? And are you worthy of the queen’s regard? She says she trusts you.”

“Ariana can trust me,” the Priest said, and he did not think it would escape this sharp-edged postulant’s notice that he had not claimed to be trustworthy in general, but only in particular. Only for the queen.

“And are we alone?” the young woman pressed. “There’s no one hidden in the corners? No one to overhear?”

“Most likely,” the Priest said. “Our guards feel as you do about the dark. But in Inverlyn, you can never really be certain that no one is listening.”

The postulant fell silent. When at last she spoke again, the anger in her voice had been replaced by grief.

“By now, most of the castle knows that Ariana Inver has delivered two children,” she said carefully. “A healthy prince, to someday sit upon his father’s throne. And a stillborn daughter, goddess-marked from birth. The queen says… she says at least her daughter will not live life torn between her goddess and her blood.”

There was some significance behind the postulant’s words that the Priest did not understand at first. But then she stepped forward and pressed a bundle into his arms, and he felt Ariana’s daughter stir. The Priest drew in a soft breath.

“Her Majesty trusts you will do what is necessary for her daughter,” the postulant said. “It may not be the Inver practice to name children until they’ve been in the world a full week, but it is the practice of those who worship the Beloved Three. And as the princess is goddess-marked, I give her a name to take into death with her—Ellimere. Ellimere Lyrien. May she go in Lyria’s light.”

The Priest’s heart was a forge hammer in his chest. It had been one thing for Ariana to prevail upon Orden to set his eldest daughter aside because of her mark. But to spirit an Inver child away entirely, out from under the king’s nose, with the clear expectation that she be sent to foster at Lyria’s last cloister in Corrin? If Orden was to discover it, it would undermine every ounce of trust he’d ever had in Ariana. And the Priest did not think his brother would weather such a betrayal well.

Shifting the little weight of the queen’s daughter to one arm, the Priest snaked out his free hand, seizing the postulant by the front of her kirtle and drawing her to him roughly. She did not stumble but remained straight-backed and unbending, clearly used to ill treatment.

“I will cut out your tongue if you breathe even a hint of this elsewhere,” the Priest murmured, his mouth a bare inch from the postulant’s ear. She was tall—scarcely less than him in height—and static fury rolled off her in waves.

“I would cut out my own tongue before I did,” she hissed back at him, the words hot and sweet against the side of his face. The scent of sun and brine and lavender was overwhelming now, an intoxicating thing, the essence of a world he’d never know. “I left a six-month daughter behind, safe at the cloister. I’d risk anything on her behalf—kill or die for her. I’d never betray another woman trying to do the same.”

“How can I be certain of you?” the Priest pressed. Ellimere was making small, discomfited noises between them, the sound muffled by their closeness, and he could feel the postulant’s focus splinter. But even with half her mind on the baby, she was formidable.

“Do you know what it is to swear by your mark?” the young woman answered haughtily. “It is a sacred oath, which the Beloved Three hold their followers to. No one undertakes such an oath lightly, for if you break it, sooner or later the Three will exact payment for your faithlessness.”

The Priest loosened his hold on her, and rather than backing down, she stayed exactly as she was, so near that if either of them had shifted their weight they’d have stood pressed against one another.

“I know what swearing by your mark means,” the Priest said. “I’m not ignorant.”

“No. Not ignorant. An Inver.”

No one had ever been so utterly dismissive of the Priest before, and yet he could hear the backwater cadence in this postulant’s voice. Even as she spoke, she took his hand in her own and drew it to the back of her neck. He could feel the warmth of her skin, the slick sunburst swirl of her goddess mark, the strength in her grip as her fingers cupped his own. He ought to be angry with her, the Priest thought—ought to be incensed at the disrespect she showed, here in his own sanctuary. But all that woke in him was a thrill of anticipation. It was one thing to know what an oath by the mark was, another entirely to hear one sworn. Few Invers, the Priest suspected, ever had the chance to do so.

The cavern’s manifold ghosts were equally eager. All around them a restless whispering began, though if she noticed it, the postulant said nothing. Instead, she stood a little taller and let out a breath.

“By Bright Raea,” she said slowly, “goddess of my mark, I swear to do as I’ve purposed. To keep Ariana Inver’s secrets and never betray her connection to this child. Should I fail in my oath, may the sun strike me dead.”

There was more conviction and faith in her words than in any ritual the Priest had ever undertaken, and a stab of shame lanced through him. They humbled him at every turn, these sorias with their fading goddesses. For all the Invers spoke of fire, it was the remaining daughters of the Three who truly burned, and when he stood in their presence, the Priest felt as if he might be scorched by them.

He felt so now and drew his hand away from the postulant.

“Thank you,” he said, compelled to be honest, wanting desperately, in spite of himself, to earn a shred of her respect. “I’ve never heard a mark-sworn oath before.”

The young woman before him relented a little, her edges softening. She stood with one hand resting gently atop Ellimere, and the baby quieted.

“I’ve never sworn so either,” the postulant admitted. “I meant for my fidelity oath, when I enter Raea’s service as a soria, to be the first time.”

Silence fell between them, punctuated only by the incomprehensible whispering of the cavern’s ghosts and the snapping of the altar fire.

“What shall I tell the queen?” the postulant asked, and her anger had given way to sorrow once more.

“Tell her that I give my word to see her daughter is at peace. Tell her that if I had a mark, I would swear by it.”

Ducking low, the postulant pressed a kiss to Ellimere’s forehead. “May the Blessed Sun guard your going, Priest.”

It was a relief to him to hear his title. Somehow he could not have borne it if she’d called him Patria, referring to him as a father in Honorian, as Ariana did in the Corrinivar tongue, or as other Corrinians sometimes did. The Priest did not want to hear her speak with that sweet and perfect trust he received without merit.

He stood and waited until the last echoes of the postulant’s footsteps had faded entirely, before lifting the crock of goat’s milk and setting out for his cell. Ellimere had begun to move more insistently, her tiny face turning repeatedly toward him, and what served to nourish a Priest would have to do for this small daughter of the stars. Afterward, he would see about a naming ceremony, held before the gods with no one but himself and his infant niece in attendance. He’d do that much for her before sending her off to a cloistered life.



In his time, the Priest had found ways to dissipate gambling debts, halt unwanted marriages, supply ender’s herbs to women in dire straits, and create new lives for those who wished to disappear. This, however, would be his first attempt at smuggling an infant out of the castle. He could have done without the challenge. He especially could have done without it being his brother’s child, on the day of Afon’s arrival in Inverlyn, no less.

First and foremost, he wished to recognize the child and claim her before his own gods. The postulant bestowing a name on Ellimere set a prickling sense of urgency in the Priest—it was unsafe to speak a name for the first time so easily, rather than properly and with an offering. Doing so all but pitted the child against the gods, claiming that she would forge her own way, and fight against any fate they sought to place upon her. Or so the Priest had been taught, and half believed on his more pious days.

This was by no means the first clandestine naming he’d undertaken. His own existence was proof enough that the Inver court was rife with bastards. Several times a year some high-ranking man or woman would come to him with a babe in arms and the request that they be recognized before the gods, if not among their peers. Every time, it caused the Priest to wonder what his own long-ago naming ceremony had been like—if he’d even had one. Who his mother was, he’d never known. He had no memories of any woman who might fit the role, only of the brawling Inver nursery, and the full story of his origin had, in all likelihood, died with his father.

So he wanted to do things properly for Ellimere. Even if it never mattered, even if she spent her life as an untouchable daughter of the stars, he wanted to be sure she received the birthright every Inver child was entitled to. Perhaps someday, in spite of the tranquility she was being sent off to, it would serve her well.

Accordingly, he stood on the altar rise, laying out the tools he would need, with Ellimere nestled in a bundle of blankets nearby. A newly sharpened knife. A strip of linen for his arm after the offering had been made. A small brazier filled with tinder and coals, and a patch box to strike a light and imbue the named child with Inver fire. Newly made shard incense, to carry the gods’ favor to the child on columns of bitter smoke.

The Priest wondered briefly what the worshippers who’d come before him had used in their offerings. Not the other Priests—the Inver mode of worship had not changed much since their rise to power—but the sorias. Surely there had been no knife. But had there been fire? Had there been incense or scented herbs? Had a lone devotee ever come before Silith, as he came before his gods, or was their worship always in company? Were they always a chorus, as death had rendered them?

He wondered, too, what was happening above him, in the corridors and receiving chambers of the Invers’ stolen castle. Afon must have arrived by now. The Priest had never met the foreign king, though he knew him by reputation, and by the obscene and one-sided correspondence Caervallion’s ruler insisted on maintaining with Orden. Orden occasionally read the Priest fragments of the letters before burning them on Tyrus’s altar, as if he could draw poison from his soul by doing so. Even the Priest was left furious over the way Afon Caervallin spoke of Honoria’s queen, and a small part of him understood his brother’s bullheaded insistence on taking Caervallion to war yet again. He’d have done so himself if a rival spewed such venom about someone who held his heart.

Perhaps by now the two kings had attempted to cut each other down. Perhaps there was fighting above, blood running once more through the mountain passages, staining the halls where sorias had died. Or perhaps Ariana’s strange knack for steering the Invers away from their more violent instincts had prevailed, and there was no more than conversation and idle pleasantries passing between the assembled nations. But no—of course she would not be on her feet yet. This summer, Orden must stand alone. For a fleeting moment the Priest found himself wishing he involved himself more in Honoria’s politics and had a place and a voice at the council.

Instead, he turned back to the task at hand with a grim sigh.

“Tyrus, god of war,” he began, because it was so often Tyrus whom tradition required him to invoke. “A son of yours steps forward now, a child of blood and blade and flame.”

“Priest,” a faint voice said from below the altar rise. “I should like a word.”

Annoyance flared up in the Priest. He’d thought himself alone—had gone so far as to recall and commission Beneson to keep watch over the single publicly traveled corridor that led to the cavern sanctuary. It was the first time the boy had ever failed him, and worry followed hard on the heels of irritation.

“Does this word warrant interrupting me at my duties?” the Priest asked, his voice harsh.

“You may be the judge of that.”

The speaker drew closer, ascending the stone platform and coming so near that the Priest was confronted by the smell of him—sweat and refuse and the sickly sweet scent of jessim, a powdered tree sap many in the court used as a stimulant. The temperature rose ever so slightly, too, as the unwanted visitor set a torch into the altar bracket.

“Name your request,” the Priest said. “I’ll add it to my list of petitions to bring before the gods, though it may take a week or two for me to reach yours. Ours is a greedy, unsatisfied clan.”

“Yes,” the speaker said. “I’m aware of those traits. I possess them myself, in good measure.”

“Admirable.” There was nothing of either approval or disapprobation in the word when the Priest spoke it. Let this inconvenient religious seeker wonder where the Invers’ holy representative stood on the subject of their people’s habitual and bottomless desires.

“I’ve always thought so,” the speaker continued. “And in order to attain some of my loftier goals, I took on a position several years ago, working for someone you know well. If you are the king’s right hand, my patron is surely his left.”

“Lucian,” the Priest growled. “Of course you’re one of his.”

“Admirable,” the speaker echoed, with an audible smile. “They did tell me you’re the cleverest of the brood Orden grew up with. Pity he let you live.”

“Invers don’t believe in pity.”

“Foolish, then, that he allowed you to survive. Particularly in light of some of your more… clandestine activities.”

“I suppose you intend to tell me what unscrupulous behavior you believe I’ve been indulging in.”

“Well, where should I begin?” the unknown spy said. Try as the Priest might, he could not place the voice. “Perhaps with your lesser transgressions. How you helped the wife of one of our prorexes slip her unwanted child, or how you assisted Marchio Garus Inver in fleeing the country, to escape debts he owed the crown.”

“The use of ender’s herbs is not prohibited by our laws,” the Priest answered evenly. “Nor is helping a friend arrange travel. I had no knowledge of the extent of Garus’s debts.”

The speaker drew closer—so close the Priest could feel his breath, stirring the air beneath his chin. The Priest kept himself utterly still and blank-faced, as if carved from stone.

Do not move. Do not make a sound, he thought fervently at Ellimere, who was half-hidden in the encroaching gloom.

“I’ve been watching you for years,” the spy murmured. “That is the barest fraction of the disloyalty I’ve witnessed from you in that time.”

“Difficult, I should think,” the Priest said. “To keep close watch on someone who famously dwells in darkness.”

The spy let out a small, disparaging sound. “Not as difficult as you clearly believe. But I will tell you this, Priest—I’ve kept the worst of your betrayals to myself. I haven’t breathed a word to Lucian about the Corrinians who pass through these caves, or the Lyrien sorias who were here only last night. Nor have I brought up the way Her Majesty the queen uses you as a go-between to maintain the ties of her former life, which Orden takes such pride in having severed. I have not mentioned how she passes letters to you, intended for her old Matria and those conniving witches, Gileta and Dolenza. What treachery such missives contain, I can only imagine. Nor have I spoken on the matter of your collusion with Caervallion, or Her Majesty’s. I’ve been the soul of discretion.”

The initial hints of blackmail had not moved the Priest. His pulse had not so much as quickened. It was far from the first time someone had attempted to use him to their own advantage, and certainly would not be the last. If it suited him, he allowed the arrangement to go forward, eventually tilting the scales of fate until he himself benefited as well. If it did not suit him, a word in Orden’s ear or an edict from the gods, and the offending party was sent to some minor province in disgrace, or to the fiercest frontlines in Vesper.

But no one had ever threatened Ariana as well. The moment the spy spoke her title, a wash of rage flooded through the Priest—the sort that clouds judgment and renders its bearer unwise. Carefully, he fought it back, focusing on something else that jangled at his attention, piquing his interest. On all counts save one, the spy’s accusations were true. And it was of the greatest interest to the Priest that Lucian would purge the castle of possible sympathizers to the old ways or Caervallion, while whispering that Inverlyn’s queen and religious leader were both in league with the Caervallin king.

“I assume there’s some favor or position you require in exchange for your silence?” he asked.

“Yes,” the spy all but purred. “I set myself to thinking, recently, how I might benefit from the new prince’s arrival. I should like to stand as one of his patrons at the naming ceremony.”

“Impossible,” the Priest scoffed, because he knew better than to appear to give way readily. “There are only four patrons who stand for a child as highly born as the prince. Orden will stand for Tyrus, the queen for the hearth goddess, myself for Mortis, who governs justice and death, and Consul Hadrian Inver, for Kidrien and the realms of industry and trade. I cannot appoint a fifth.”

“Then name me in Hadrian’s stead,” the spy said easily. “Or your own, or the queen’s. If you wish to keep your secrets and Her Majesty’s, I expect you to bring this about, as well as any future favors I may name.”

“You know,” the Priest answered, sidestepping any agreement or refusal, “I can work out how Lucian might uncover what Ariana and I have done, in transporting Corrinians and keeping up contact with her former mistresses. But I don’t understand how he discovered that we’ve put ourselves in league with Caervallion. I thought I’d hidden our tracks very cleverly.”

“In Honoria, perhaps,” the spy said. “But my master is a paragon of his profession and visits Caervallion often. A stray word here, a coin in the palm there, and many things can be brought to light. You would not grasp the full scope of the tools of our trade.”

An absolute fool, and a poor spy at that, the Priest thought. Lucian must only keep this lackey about to fuel the fire of his own ego, an indulgence which he would pay for.

“Is he in Caervallion often?” The Priest feigned surprise. “I know Orden has tried for Afon’s life three times since the battle summer, but I wouldn’t have called three visits in seven years often, assuming Lucian even went to carry out the king’s business personally.”

Pleased with the breadth of his knowledge, the spy audibly preened. “I’m sure the king has a great deal of business you aren’t party to. Lucian visits Caervallion several times a year to carry it out. I will tell you, though, he’s much taken with the manner of the Caervallin king. Says Orden would do well to emulate it—that Afon has more of the Inver fire in him than Honoria’s own sovereign. Not that such admiration means anything—Lucian only voices it when he’s in his cups, but Orden should remember the heritage he springs from, and the ways of his predecessors. If Afon were king in Honoria, Lucian says, he would never have left a maimed half brother alive or taken a soria to be his queen. He’d have slaughtered you on Tyrus’s altar and bedded the star witch before cutting her to pieces, or saved her for a sacrifice once she’d got him an heir. Of course, Orden could do that yet—the prince’s naming ceremony shall be soon, I expect?”

“Indeed, and you shall be a patron at it,” the Priest said, acceding with the poor grace that would be expected of him, even as he fought back revulsion. “But the prince’s other advocates have already made offerings to Tyrus to prepare themselves for the ceremony. You must do so as well.”

There was no such requirement for a child’s patrons, but the Invers were a primarily irreligious lot, who used their faith in times of trouble or when it served them best to do so. The Priest could count on one hand the number of court members who might be considered truly devout, and this upstart spy was certainly not among them.

“Do you think me witless?” the spy said. “Now that I’ve threatened you, you’ll come nowhere near me with a knife.”

In answer, the Priest removed his short-bladed pugio from its hidden sheath on his upper arm, setting it down on Kidrien’s altar. He held out his hands in an invitation. “Search me, if you like. The only knife will be held by you, and there will be no blood spilled but mine.”

The spy patted him from shoulders to ankles, brisk and businesslike. When he drew away, satisfied with the results, the Priest moved to Tyrus’s altar once more. Already, a plan was fomenting in his mind. He worked through the next few moments—where this irksome stranger would stand, where he himself had taken up position, feet rooted to the ground, the altar before them both.

With a careless motion, the Priest unbandaged his left arm, revealing the network of old scars and fresh cuts. He could feel the shift in the air as the spy’s wariness immediately became disdain. What Inver, after all, would suffer willingly?

The Priest offered his arm without hesitation, wincing slightly as the spy made a vicious cut, deeper than necessary. When sufficient blood had run down to Tyrus’s altar, the Priest took powdered herbs from a pouch at his side and pressed them to the wound, where they staunched the flow of blood in almost an instant. It wasn’t a medicine known to other Invers, the clotting powder he used—he’d borrowed a great deal from the daughters of the moon, having found an old herbal of theirs in one of the abandoned cavern chambers, its pages still in perfect condition. It had been written both in Honorian script and in an odd, pinprick manner of writing meant for those without light or vision, for it must be read by touch, rather than sight. With Beneson to read the Honorian as a reference point, the Priest had learned it, though he knew of no other book written in such a manner.

“What else must I do?” the spy asked, his tone vaguely scornful as the Priest rebandaged his arm with a mild expression.

“Light the tinder in the brazier—use the patch box, not the torch; you’re required to kindle the flame yourself,” the Priest said. “Then declare to Tyrus that you intend to stand as patron for the new prince tomorrow night, with his approval.”

“Very well.”

At that moment, Ellimere let out a small cry. Immediately the Priest felt the spy’s attention splinter as he focused on the sound. The man drew away, moving toward the cry, murmuring to himself as he bent over the bundle of blankets and its helpless occupant.

“What in Tyrus’s name are you doing with the prince already, Priest? Is he—” The spy’s voice cut off, and when he spoke again, there was disgust in his words.

“A star-marked child. Orden will be livid. All of Honoria will think his get cursed, after the moon girl. So much for the heir he desires.”

Silent on his bare feet, the Priest drew up behind the spy. He’d taken the bloodied knife from Tyrus’s altar without a sound. All the spy’s attention was on the baby, and so he did not see or sense the fatal moment in which the Priest’s focused patience turned to searing anticipation—the moment before the strike.

“Not the heir,” the Priest said with quiet satisfaction. “Orden’s son is with his mother. This is the stillborn girl. Ariana’s heir, I suppose. She’ll be sent to Lyria’s cloister to foster, never the wiser about her true provenance.”

The spy let out a snort of disapproval, still turned toward the child. “Orden is even weaker than my master believes. First taking a daughter of stars to wed, now swelling their ranks with the fruit of his own loins. A disgrace to his forebearers, that one, though it seems all of Darias’s pups who lived are. Pity Honoria, led by a blind man and a king who rules from between the legs of his queen.”

With the energy of a coiled spring, the Priest seized the spy with his right hand and dragging him backward as his left grasped the offertory knife, bringing it up and driving it into the side of the spy’s throat. In one decisive motion, the Priest tore the blade forward through artery, veins, muscle, and flesh. A hot spray of blood fountained out, undoubtedly anointing the blankets and the child nestled in them, but the Priest did not cease his burst of movement. He forced the spy away, farther from his infant niece and toward Mortis’s altar.

“Not a war god for her,” the Priest ground out as he held the spy face down on Mortis’s shrine while the last lifeblood pumped out of him. “Not this time. I name a child here and dedicate her to our pantheon. May Mortis, god of judgment and death, stand watch over Ellimere Inver. Let him be her guardian, and the flame that settles in her burning soul.”

When the impertinent stranger in his grip fell entirely still, the Priest shoved what was left of him aside with a twist of his mouth. He moved the brazier of coals from Tyrus’s altar to Mortis’s, scattering its contents so that his own blood and the dead spy’s mingled together. It would leave the child he spoke for doubly blessed, the force of her naming powerful in the eyes of the gods.

Or so Inver tradition would have the Priest believe.

Taking the torch from Tyrus’s altar sconce, he set the coals and tinder alight, the heat of flame flaring up and drying the blood that slicked his hands. As the fire crackled and the scent of incense rose, he was struck by a sudden and uncharacteristic resolution.

Once he’d dealt with Ellimere, and seen her safely out of the castle, he would make his presence known at council. This summer, unlike every other, he’d take an active interest in Honoria’s politics. What did it matter if it painted yet another target on him? He’d been born with one resting over his heart by virtue of his name and bloodline.

The Priest nodded, fixing himself on his new course as somewhere in the cavern’s endless gloom, a long-dead soria laughed, an eerie silver sound that echoed back from the walls and seemed to carry on forever.





VII
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… And when faced with the darkness, so vast that it threatened to swallow the earth and wither all things growing, so deep that it blotted out even the faces of her elder sisters the Sun and Moon, Lyria the Gentle shattered into infinite pieces, into shards of light uncountable and unknowable. She made of herself such a fragmented thing, her parts so small and scattered, that even the darkness could not extinguish them all.

Where the force of the Sun and Moon could not prevail, Lyria’s mercy triumphed, and the darkness was vanquished not by a flood of light, but by her soft, innumerable stars.

—FROM “LYRIA AMONG THE SHADOWS,” A SACRED STORY OF THE BELOVED THREE



An intolerable lassitude had settled over Ariana. She wanted to sleep—her body was starved for it—but her mind would not let her slip into the relief of unconsciousness. It had fractured, pieces of it left with the cloister in Corrin, with her eldest living daughter safe in Dolenza’s care, with the baby she’d entrusted to Fia and the Priest, with the small unnamed boy child who dozed in her arms. Ariana had been born for breaking and always viewed it as a service to Blessed Lyria, but it seemed terribly hard that her family should be torn apart, too, the bonds between her children severed before they could even speak. She’d never begrudged Lyria a single act of service, but this—this cost her dear.

In an attempt to unite the fraying threads of her attention, Ariana reached for the letter Dolenza had sent. The Matria’s determined script cut across the page, certain and assertive and bold—things Ariana herself had never been.


To Ariana Inver, mistress of all Honoria, greetings and blessings from our Beloved Sun.

I’ve been reminded recently that the time for your childbearing is close. So I offer you my very best wishes for a safe birthing and a healthy child. Along with those wishes, I send a postulant of mine—Fiametta Raeana, a mountain girl who covets the office of a soria. If it pleases her, she may stay awhile in your service. If it does not please her, I suspect there’s little in the world that can induce her to go against her will.

Your Majesties will be gratified to hear that the summer fishing is progressing well. We’ve taken in over three hundred barrels of whitehead and well over five hundred of smallfish in the last week alone. I offer up prayers daily for an abundant harvest, both on sea and on land, and a winter of peace and plenty.

Your devoted servant,

Matria Dolenza Raeana



Ariana let her eyes lose focus and her vision blur. Further weariness washed over her at Matria Dolenza’s words. The letter did not just contain well-wishes, and it had nothing to do with fisheries. It was a reminder, and an admonition, spoken in the form of a cipher. Over three hundred Corrinians who’d reached the age of their majority and over five hundred Corrinian children had been smuggled onto Vesperin ships by the sorias since summer’s onset. Every Vesperin ship they’d boarded hid under a cloister flag, disguised as part of the fishing fleet. To even enter Honorian water was a dire risk to Vesperin vessels, yet for the sake of Corrin, and Lyria’s outlawed sect, they gambled with their own safety. The agreement had only been struck after Ariana herself agreed to meet covertly with a Vesperin emissary, providing them with a queen’s assurance that she would do all in her power to ensure their ships remained safe. It had been one of the greatest risks she’d taken yet, but so few places offered sanctuary to the people Ariana had been born among. Honoria itself had no sympathy for the hapless and helpless and unarmed.

Or rather, Honoria did not sympathize outright. Because here lay Ariana, having passed through blood and tasted death, as all women did in childbirth, and every action she undertook, every breath she drew, was calculated.

Will this decision advance the cause of peace? Will the words I’m about to speak save lives, or end them? Will the nod or the bow of my head make my own life easier in the moment, but cause misery or death to others in the end? Will my smile purchase a reprieve, or my frown incite disaster?

These were the questions that plagued the queen at every turn, until she felt like a wraith, a shadow that haunted the castle’s halls.

I pray for a winter of peace and plenty, Dolenza had said, but made no mention of Orden’s new war. No admonition, no request that Ariana intercede with the king, no dire hints at sanctions to come.

That explained the nightglass.

Suppressing a shiver, Ariana felt under her pillow for the pendant the Priest had surreptitiously given her. With Fia and her star-marked daughter gone, the queen finally allowed Glora to send up a chambermaid, who’d cleaned the room and freshened the bed. Exhausted as she was, Ariana had remembered the nightglass and palmed it furtively when she got up, tucking it away once more when the bedding had been changed. Now, she drew it out and sat still a moment, the cool chip of faintly glowing stone lying in her cupped hand like a fallen star.

It took a great deal of courage for Ariana to set the nightglass to Dolenza’s letter, where the transparent stone revealed cramped symbols between each line of the Matria’s decisive handwriting. They were an ancient cipher, each symbol representing an entire word or idea, and Ariana had learned them well as a soria. The ink with which they were written was only made visible by nightglass, and Ariana moved the pendant slowly along the page as she read the warning scribed there, and trembled.

By Raea the Sun, by Silith the Moon, by Lyria the Stars: rein in your king, or it will be done for you.

Seven years she’d spent working tirelessly for peace, and it had not been enough. It was all in ruins now, thanks to a whim of Orden’s that she could not comprehend.

As if the goddess mocked her exhaustion, a voice sounded from the door.

“Your Majesty.”

“Come in.” Ariana glanced quickly at the steel-and-glass water clock on her nightstand. Only three hours since Fia had left her. She wondered, briefly, if you could die of weariness—if the aching weight of her body could bear her all the way to the grave. It certainly felt as if it could. Every inch of her hurt, both without and within. Both the body and the soul.

“Majesty.” It was Glora, standing over her, and there was an almost unrecognizable look on the chatelaine’s stern face. It took Ariana a moment before she could place it.

Pity.

“The summer council representatives have all arrived, but they’re off to a bad start. The king sends his apologies and requests your presence in the audience hall.”

Ariana’s heart sank.

“But I…” She swallowed past a tightening in her throat. The councils which Orden held to further trade and commerce between nations had been an idea put forward by Ariana herself, and she had always scrupulously managed them. It would be dangerous to leave Orden to his own devices in such a setting for long—bringing together the leaders of the Hand had always been an idealist’s undertaking. Now, with Afon present at Ariana’s own request, Inverlyn was a witchsmoke vial, waiting to be shattered into a billow of killing fumes. She needed to be there. Orden was right.

“Will you help me dress?” Ariana asked Glora, and the chatelaine nodded.

“Yes, Majesty,” she said, with more deference than was her habit.

“Imperatrice Gileta is here already?” Ariana said foggily, shifting herself to the side of the bed and taking care not to wake the sleeping prince. She could feel a rush of blood slip out of her at the movement, and knew she’d need fresh linens soon. Ariana always lost more blood in the aftermath of a childbirth than she ought. Occasional tremors took her, too, and she would have to find a way to still them before she entered the audience hall.

“Yes, Gileta arrived first. The problem downstairs is between her and Afon—he wants to commence the council with a blood sacrifice, and Gileta’s refusing to allow it, saying it’s heresy and that Afon ought to learn Silith’s ways better. She’s come with her back up—tried picking a fight with our king almost at once, but he wouldn’t be baited. That’s your hand on him, I think. He’d never have been so tolerant before you.”

Ariana could not tell if Glora meant the last as a compliment or a reproach.

“Silith’s children will be the death of me,” Ariana murmured, getting to her feet. “There’s a pale blue taffeta in the wardrobe, trimmed with a bit of lace but quite plain. Bring that, Glora, and a length of white ribbon for my hair. Orden prefers a spectacle, but Gileta favors austerity, and it’s her we need to please just now.”

Glora returned from the wardrobe with an armful of garments and held out a new pair of short cotton breeches padded with extra linens for the birthing blood. Ariana only looked at them for a moment, warring within herself, before shaking her head.

“No. I won’t be needing those.”

“But, Majesty, you’ve already bled more than—” Glora began with a frown.

“No,” Ariana repeated firmly. “Now help me with the rest.”

There was little of a queen about Ariana by the time Glora had finished with her. In her simple garb, with her hair bound up, she could have been the daughter of a lesser merchant. A shy young plains farmer, even, heading to harvesthome at Raea’s cloister in her best gown. But not the mistress of all Honoria. The single peculiarity of the gown, and a nod to Ariana’s position in Inverlyn, was that the back had been cut unfashionably low. It dipped to the bottom of the queen’s shoulder blades, so that all could see the expanse of fair skin between them, marred by a healed brand in the shape of the royal flame.

“Well, you don’t look like an Inver, I’ll say that much.” A familiar note of disapproval had crept into Glora’s voice as she stood back and surveyed her handiwork.

“And what does an Inver look like?” Ariana asked. Her exhaustion had calcified into what felt like splinters of broken glass, cutting at her insides, making her shorter-tempered and more brazen than was her wont. Making her indiscreet, undevout, a creature that would bring shame to the perfect goddess she adored. Ariana tried to breathe through the uncharacteristic spike of temper and found she could not. She’d breathed through too much already—through days of heat and fire and anguish, and could not manage another pacific breath.

“Proud,” Glora said, with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Undaunted. Powerful.”

Ariana took her hours-old son from where he lay on the bed, still sleeping soundly, and settled him into the crook of her arm.

“You understand what will happen to Honoria and to the Inver line if Gileta and Song Royale turn their back on us, yes?” Ariana pressed. “Our one staunch ally on the Hand? We will fail on every front in Vesper. Our armies will die weaponless without the incaendium we purchase from Song Royale. In seeking to return home, they’d find our ships burned and no new ones arrived in their stead, because the pitch that seals their timbers is brought in from Song Royale. And here? Caervallion will make a meal of us. It is only the fact that Song Royale stands with Honoria that grants us more might than Afon. Should Gileta move her favor to the north, we would not be equally matched but weaker, thanks to the burden of our other war. Afon’s citizenry would call it liberation if he conquered Honoria and put every Inver to the sword, and half of Song Royale would agree. So please, tell me that I don’t look like an Inver. Tell me that I know nothing of battle or war or power—that I’m foolish and weak and too gentle for this great house, because I see the need to defend what we already have, as well as to strive for what we wish to acquire. Tell me that I am unworthy. I should like to hear you speak the words.”

The queen’s voice had not risen at all. She’d said everything quietly, but there’d been bitterness in it—greater bitterness than she’d ever let herself vent before. Guilt closed around her heart like an iron band. It was shameful that she should let herself falter so because of mere weariness. Lyria deserved more, and better.

“I’m sorry,” Ariana offered at once, anguish behind the words. “Glora, I should never have spoken to you so. Please forgive me.”

“No,” Glora said with a troubled frown. “I won’t. Not when the fault is mine.”

Something new and uncertain lay between the women. Ariana had never chastised Glora before, and the chatelaine had never admitted a shortcoming. The difference nagged at Ariana. She did not like the unknown—for seven years she’d made it her business to understand just how every member of the court felt about her, and how they might be swayed, one way or the other, to serve her purposes. Any shift could be dangerous, any misunderstanding a disaster. But there was nothing she could do, with the king waiting, but gather up her skirts and leave the room with Glora following in her wake.

From the corridor outside the audience hall, Ariana could already hear raised voices, the sounds of chaos and dissent. Walking faster, she stepped into the room, and tension struck her like a great wave. Orden stood nearby, among his guard beside the dais. He was imperious and irritable in a cloth-of-gold doublet, and undoubtedly a moment away from some sort of outburst. The Priest was at his side, for once out of his sanctuary and engaged in an affair of state.

To one side of the hall, a bevy of Song courtiers had gathered. Gileta stood at their center, poised and confident, her expression watchful. The Imperatrice had governed Song Royale for more than forty years, during which time she’d known three Inver kings. She’d not held power for so long without learning statecraft to rival anyone else’s on the Hand. Her choices were sometimes surprising, but never rash or ill-considered, and always in the best interests of Song Royale before all else.

At the back of the room, Corrin’s Arbiter and Arbitress stood near the door. Their inclusion in the council was a grudging concession on Orden’s part, and so Ariana zealously withheld her attention from them when they attended. Let Orden think they were present to be snubbed by the queen who’d abandoned their country in exchange for a throne. She wanted no more than for them to listen, anyhow, and to act in accordance with what they saw and heard. It was Ariana’s aim for every nation on the Hand to have representation at Orden’s summer councils, save for Skandara, which lay beyond Honoria’s far northern border. Since the rise of the Invers, Skandara had cut itself off from all outside contact, managing its isolation with uncanny success. No one went in. No one went out.

Lastly, on the room’s south side, where a long bank of windows was thrown open to the midsummer sun, two figures stood in the blazing light. Caervallion’s ambassador, Gwylen, and Afon of Caervallion himself. The room was fraught with untested connections and unknown quantities, and awareness of it made Ariana’s skin crawl.

Golden-complexioned, with close-cropped dark hair, the Caervallin diplomat Gwylen had the most prominent goddess mark Ariana had ever seen. A milk-white patch on her neck formed the shape of a crescent moon, stretching from her jaw to her collarbone. Ariana had met traders from Caervallion during her time at Lyria’s cloister, and the ambassador dressed like most of their people—in loose robes, with a belt at the waist that held a curving knife in an embossed leather sheath.

Afon, by contrast, was fitted out for war. A powerfully built man several decades Orden’s senior, he still carried himself like a warrior. He’d donned studded leather and chain mail for the occasion, or perhaps had worn it all along the road. Despite the heat of Honorian summer, Afon had paddings of bear’s pelt beneath his armor, and while the sheath that had housed his sword hung empty—no weapons were permitted at summer council—even Orden had not dared to suggest his Caervallin guests lay aside their knives, which marked them as free citizens of their fierce northern nation.

Ariana knew all too well the damage a blade like his could do—a Caervallin knife had left the scar running from the corner of Afon’s right eye down to the edge of his mouth. She could recall every detail of the moment that wound had been given to him.



Raea and Silith’s daughters had withdrawn from Corrin, leaving only Lyria’s devout to oversee the very last of the convalescent soldiers. Both Honoria and Caervallion had sent word to Ariana’s Matria, Serafine—they would depart on the morrow, seeking the northward and southward roads.

Serafine and the rest of Lyria’s sorias were attempting to do something about the dead. There was a mass grave behind the sole remaining hospital tent, and bodies were heaped high in it. They could not be treated as the sorias usually treated the dead—the incaendium they used to desiccate a corpse and render it highly flammable had long run out. Neither could the fallen soldiers be left much longer. The smell around the grave was nigh unbearable, though Silith’s sorias had thrown layers of earth over the bodies as they were laid down. A great deal more of it was needed, and so Lyria’s daughters were digging.

Ariana was left alone to oversee the remaining convalescents, who would be collected by some emissary from their respective armies shortly. She’d been exhausted and feverish the last two days, and so Serafine had given her this lighter duty. Ari sat in the close, stifling shade of the canvas enclosure and felt utterly spent. Since Raea’s daughters had left, and with them the redoubtable Fia, it had been impossible to escape full awareness of what had happened to Corrin. Everywhere Ariana looked, she found devastation. Where once the hills of their small country had been green and lush and beautiful, they were now a wasteland of pitted, sere earth, scattered with overlooked corpses and abandoned machinery of war. Honoria’s witchsmoke had tainted the soil, and Ariana feared it would be a very long time before anything grew again.

She found herself humming unconsciously, a plaintive hymn to Lyria that cried out for peace. None of the soldiers spoke—the only sounds besides Ariana’s humming were an occasional cough or shifting weight on a camp bed.

Across the tent, the flap was drawn aside, letting in a shaft of pitiless summer light. Ariana did not look up from what she was busy with, knowing the messengers from either army had little interest in exchanging pleasantries with a Corrinian soria. She was considered beneath them, and content enough that they should think so. Her hands moved rhythmically, braiding together strands of dried meadowstar. She’d found a few withering stalks of the beloved plant while out scouring the battlefield for survivors, and had collected whatever she could. The barrenness of the fields pricked her, though surely elsewhere, Corrin remained green and lively. Still, looking at the blighted earth, she could not help striving to save some part of it.

A shadow cut across her, blotting out the sun.

“What is that?” a harsh, dry voice asked. Ariana peered up but could not make out the face of the man addressing her. All she could see was the Caervallin blade he wore, and that he was armored. The rest of him was cast into silhouette by the brilliant sun.

“Meadowstar,” she answered quietly. “A curative we value greatly. I thought I might—”

Casually, the man reached out and plucked the wreath from Ariana’s hand. He let it fall, and ground it beneath the heel of one boot.

“A curative? There will be no cure for Corrin in the coming days.”

Ariana fell silent. She’d learned it was the wisest course when faced with hostility or disdain from the armies still inhabiting her land.

“Do you know who I am?” the man asked. “You would not remain seated or address me so insolently if you did.”

“Forgive me,” Ariana said, looking down at the seeds of meadowstar now scattered across the hospital tent’s packed earth floor. She could gather them up later, she thought. It would be no trouble to sift them from the soil and store them in a leather pouch. Really, she ought to have done so in the first place, rather than strive to save the plant entirely. “I’ve been weak with fever; I mean no disrespect. Your men are to the northward side of the aisle. North for your home.”

“I am the north,” the dry voice said, and the man standing over her shifted so that the light gilded his profile. He wore a crown of iron and the bear crest on his shoulder. Ariana had never seen him to know him, but she’d heard Afon described. How he strode across the battlefield with a greatsword notched and pitted by the bones of those he slew. How even witchsmoke seemed unable to harm him. How in the battle’s aftermath, he gutted three of Lyria’s sorias, who dared to question his treatment of recovering Caervallin soldiers. Afon had strung the women’s kirtles up like standards and dumped their naked bodies among his own dead. Ariana had known them—Viana, Ylena, and Inora. Viana had danced her prayers to Lyria, moving like the divine. Ylena had been their most talented herbalist, white-haired and wrinkled, with decades of knowledge to draw upon. And Inora had been the youngest of them, barely out of childhood, but sweet-voiced and willing. Matria Serafine had not so much as made a complaint about their deaths. It was not the Lyrien way—they were all to understand that martyrdom in the cause of peace might come at any moment.

Her whole life, Ariana had been taught to crave a sword and the opportunity to become a perfect sacrifice. Now, when she turned inward, she found only resistance to the idea of giving this hateful warlord pleasure in any way, and surely he took his pleasure in the suffering and fear of others.

“Forgive me, my lord,” Ariana said, remaining seated. “I did not recognize you.”

Afon let out a disgusted snort. “You know me now. So kneel.”

There was anger radiating off him in waves. Ariana could not have caused such bitter fury, and yet it all centered implacably on her. In that moment, she saw her death.

Corrin had no predators to speak of. An occasional gorhawk came down on drafts of wind to seize sheep, but for the most part, it was a gentle land. Only once before that summer had Ariana witnessed the work of a creature bent on destruction. A mountain cat had somehow found its way into the valley and, crazed with the unexpected abundance it found there, killed many of the Corrinians’ yearling horses and young kine. The cat had not eaten most of them, either. It disemboweled its prey for amusement, devouring the fallen animals’ tongues and eyes and nothing more. Matria Serafine was forced to send a missive to Gileta and have a Silithien soria dispatched to poison the beast.

Ariana could remember the way the slain animals looked, smeared with blood, their faces twisted in pain and bewilderment. She remembered the body of the cat, too, sleek and muscled and frightening even in death. Its incisors had been the length of her hand, and somehow, there was still fire in its lifeless eyes.

She understood now how Corrin’s sweet, soft weanlings must have felt when confronted and toyed with by that animal.

“No,” Ariana said softly, and smiled despite the fear singing through her veins. “I will not kneel.”

Afon reached down as if to force her to her knees, but at the last moment, he seized Ariana by the throat. His gauntleted grip bruised into her flesh, and he hauled her to her feet, holding her high enough that she must stand on her toes to snatch each gasping breath. The Caervallin king’s eyes fixed on her, and they were full of raw fire, just as the cat’s had been. His gaze was every bit as animal and dispassionate—he was not harming Ariana because of who she was, but because it was his instinct and his nature.

Ariana’s field of view narrowed until all she could see was Afon’s livid face, swimming in a sea of red. She would die here, on Corrin’s ruined ground, like one of the soldiers or like her sisters who had displeased Caervallion’s fearsome king.

“Beg for your life, or for your death,” Afon rasped. “Which you choose doesn’t concern me. But I want to hear you plead. The old woman from your coward’s house screamed, you know, when I spilled her guts onto the earth, and the girl child pissed herself, both of them praying to be martyred quickly. I chose for them to linger, so beg me for the mercy they never saw.”

In that moment, Ariana found what was at her very core. At the deepest heart of her, there was a star. It had flooded her with remote silver light all her life, but now, she came to the end of herself and saw it for what it truly was. Not an insignificant, yielding thing, but a pulsing, wheeling globe of flame that burned hot enough to destroy any lesser fire.

“No,” Ariana managed to get out, even as the world faded into darkness around her. “I will… never… beg… for you.”

When he cast her aside, the impact jolted Ariana back into wakefulness and life. She gasped and coughed, sucking in breath after breath of agonizing air, and where everything had faded before, the world was now supersaturated, her senses painfully overtuned. The light was too bright on the shapes of men struggling above her, the sound of their muffled grunts and snarls too loud, the soil and fallen seeds beneath her like sandpaper. Ariana watched, cowering, as a newcomer to the hospital tent managed to pin Afon’s arms and draw the foreign king’s own knife. Pitilessly, he scored the blade across Afon’s face, so that blood flowed down. It was not a killing blow—Ariana knew better after spending weeks on the fringes of a battlefield. It was more akin to a goddess mark, something that must be worn on the flesh always from that point on, as a reminder and an admonition.

“Stop!” Ariana managed to choke out as the newcomer fitted the blade to the hollow of Afon’s throat. The Caervallin king’s eyes were wild with panic, as Ariana’s own must have been only moments ago.

Scrambling to her feet, Ariana threw herself forward and tugged at the newcomer’s arm, heedless of the way the men still struggled.

“Let him go,” she pleaded, in a voice as dry and damaged as Afon’s own. “We’ve had enough killing here. Don’t dishonor Corrin with another death.”

“He would have throttled you needlessly,” the stranger said. “You offered him no insult. Did him good rather than harm. And you do not stand between him and any sort of benefit. He had no grounds on which to hurt you, but would have done it for cruelty’s sake alone. For that, he ought to die.”

Ariana felt dizzy with the darkness suffusing the tent. Oh, the sun still shone dazzlingly bright, and she was no longer on the verge of losing her senses. But she felt a darkness of the spirit, thick and menacing as a thunderous night without moon or stars.

Like her goddess, Ariana was made to be light in the dark, no matter how deep it grew.

“I beg you,” she said, sinking to her knees without a thought this time. “I want no claim over his life. Let him be. He will take his men and go.”

For an instant, something unfamiliar and momentous passed between her and the stranger. Afon’s eyes were pits of seething darkness, but the stranger’s gray gaze pierced Ariana’s, and she found longing and admiration there.

“You don’t know what you’re asking me,” the newcomer said, his words low, for Ariana only.

“Please,” she whispered. “Not here. Not now.”

With a growl and a shove, the stranger cast Afon aside. Drops of the Caervallin king’s blood spattered the ground, mingling with fallen meadowstar seeds. Warily, the man with the knife watched Afon gesture furiously to his convalescent troops. He reached for Ariana with his free hand, helping her to her feet, but his focus never left Afon. When the stranger pushed Ariana behind him, gently, not at all the way he had handled their mutual enemy, she felt something sudden and sharp and new. She’d known peace before. Serenity. Holy exhilaration. But the stinging joy that rushed through her as she stood behind the man with the knife was different. It was triumph of a sort, and self-satisfaction, and security. As long as he stood so, between Ariana and the world, no harm could befall her.

Afon stormed away with his men following closely. Only once the sound of their booted feet had retreated did the man with the knife turn to Ariana. He was taller than Afon had been, and younger. The stranger cast the Caervallin blade he held aside, his gray eyes flashing. When he reached for Ariana and took her chin in one hand to look her over with a searching glance, she nearly swooned. It was the fever. The pain in her throat. The panic still singing in her veins.

She was overwrought.

“I’m sorry, little star,” the stranger said courteously. He wore cloth of gold rather than warrior’s garb, and his sleeve was stained with Afon’s blood. “He should not have treated you so. Are you well?”

No, Ariana thought. I am not well. I will never be well again.

“Thanks to your protection, yes,” she murmured instead, and could not help that a little of the heady triumph she’d felt when standing behind him shone out. The man’s gaze kindled into flame, not of anger or violence as she’d seen in Afon, or the relentless determination she’d found at her own core. It was something else entirely. Some potent yearning that seemed to focus on Ariana. It compelled her, and she heard the man catch his breath as, once again, Ariana sank to her knees.

“I owe you my life, Lord Inver,” Ariana said softly, for while he was as unfamiliar to her as Afon had been, she could not fail to recognize Honoria’s king. “What service do you claim from me and my goddess in exchange?”

“Is this how you kneel before Lyria?” Orden Inver blurted out, as if he could not help the question. “Is this what your goddess sees?”

A blush burned across Ariana’s face. She felt suddenly self-conscious and awkward, as she never had before. But sorias were trained in reserve and restraint, and she only nodded.

“Yes, my lord. I honor you now as I honor her.”

A pause. “You honor me as you honor Lyria? An Inver?”

“You chose peace a moment ago.” She was not precisely afraid in his presence, yet there were nervous wings in the pit of her stomach. “In that moment, you were Lyria’s vessel, and so to honor you is to honor her.”

He scowled, briefly and stormily. “So you do not honor me, then. I’ve no part of it.”

“I—no. That is, I meant—I didn’t mean—” Ariana couldn’t help stammering. She wasn’t sure how to express that in Corrin, Lyria was everywhere, in every right action, and that it was a great compliment to see the goddess reflected in another’s choice.

But the king’s frown had already become a smile, changing like quicksilver. “Don’t be anxious. I don’t need to understand your ways to know that someone like you could never slight another person. Not truly. Not even if you tried. You are too innocent. Too unlike the rest of us, with your goddess and your perfect peace.”

“Oh no.” Ariana shook her head in dismay. “That is not so. I am deeply flawed, my lord.”

“Impossible,” Orden scoffed. “If you’re able to see Lyria in one of my actions, then you, little star, are the goddess walking among us, and I will tell you this—I never understood how one could be devoted to her until this moment. But you, I believe, could teach me in full.”

Ariana could not look at him. His words were sacrilege, but there was a forbidden sweetness to them all the same.

Orden Inver was silent for a time, seemingly waiting for Ariana to speak. At last, she summoned the courage to glance up at him and found a war of emotions playing out across his handsome face. Meeting her gaze, he mastered himself. Honoria’s king shook his head.

“You ask me what I would claim from you in payment for my service. I want nothing,” he lied, and they both knew the words to be false. “Only to take my men and go home.”

At his command, the remaining soldiers stood. Ariana stayed as she was, on her knees, watching while Orden ushered his convalescent men out of the tent. He turned back, as she’d known he would, and fixed her with a lingering look. She felt flushed and aching with fever once more, as if the Inver king’s shadow had briefly warded illness off and now it had returned.

It was only his power that made her lightheaded in his presence, she had told herself then and every day after. It was only his protection that left her empty and anxious when they were apart. Nothing more and nothing less, for what greater feeling could exist between a warlord and a daughter of the stars?



“I remember you,” Afon said to Ariana in his rough, dry voice. The last time they’d met, she’d thought it must be the aftermath of exposure to witchsmoke that made him sound so. But it was, as far as she could tell, only his natural tone. “I knew we’d meet again someday the moment I heard Orden had chosen a star bitch for himself. You refused to beg for your own life seven years ago, but you were happy enough to beg for another. So I’ve brought a sacrifice for your gods, to gut on one of your altars unless you intervene. I came here for one purpose only, Ariana Inver, and that is to see you plead. I’ve a powerful hunger to know why Orden likes it so much when you cower.”

“Enough!” Gileta snapped, and Orden strode forward hotly. Ariana was closer, though, and reached Afon with floating steps before Orden was halfway across the room.

“I did not cower this morning,” she said. “Nor for several days past. I was fighting for something every king desires, and as you can see, I won my war.”

She shifted the baby in her arms so that Afon would see him better. All of the Hand knew that Afon had bedded and butchered a dozen women in the vain hope that one of them would get his successor. Two mistresses without an heir might be a coincidence. Three, and people began talking. But Afon’s dozen had left no doubt in anyone’s mind—potent though he might be on the battlefield, Afon was not so in the bedchamber. Ariana knew it as well as anyone else, and in this moment, the knowledge was a weapon in her hand.

Forgive me, she pleaded silently to Lyria. Forgive my poison tongue.

Afon stepped closer, and Ariana found herself beyond fear. Having quailed before him once and discovered the burning star at her heart, she would never falter again. He still smelled of woodsmoke and steel and horse, and his nearness as he surveyed the little prince was a strange and fascinating thing. She wanted to examine him, as she had looked over the body of the mountain cat Silith’s servant had once dispatched. To memorize his form, his strengths, his weaknesses. To decide for herself how he could best be vanquished. Afon seemed to sense her interest and lifted his pitch-dark gaze to hers. All she saw there was the yawning hunger he had spoken of, to dominate, to possess, to break.

With a lift of her chin, Ariana turned aside as if the foreign king was nothing. She found Orden immediately behind her, a looming and threatening presence at her back. As was her practice, she sank sweetly to her knees before him. For the briefest moment, she found displeasure in his gaze. But she shifted the bundle in her arms, and the small prince woke.

“My lord,” Ariana said, her eyes steadfast on Orden’s face. “I bring you your son and heir. Does he please you?”

Immense satisfaction replaced all else in Orden, and he reached out a hand, settling it on the crown of Ariana’s head.

“I see the hearth goddess has kept you safe through your childbearing,” the king said, his voice warm and pitched to carry. “Our son is a blessing, and it gladdens me to find you well. I’ve ordered torches to be lit for you in the sanctuary, and before council ends, we’ll dedicate the prince to Honoria and name him before our gods.”

Ariana let out the slightest sigh of relief as he took the prince from her, cradling the baby in his arms. With great care, she stood. Dull pain still twisted within her, and her linens were sodden now. As she got to her feet, she felt another rush of blood, and the slick slip of it as it began to trickle down the insides of her legs. Schooling her face into a mask of serenity, she moved to the open center of the audience hall and held her hands out, one to the retinue from Song Royale and one to the ambassador from Caervallion.

“I’m afraid you’ll both have to meet me here,” Ariana said. “An Inver trial by fire is a wearying undertaking, and I’ve little strength left in me at present, having come directly from mine.”

No one moved. The hush in the audience hall grew absolute as Ariana waited, hands outstretched, nothing about her revealing the sudden fear lodged in the pit of her stomach. Afon had not made her afraid, but this moment, this choice—oh, she feared it greatly.

At a nod from Afon, the Caervallin ambassador stalked forward. Gileta’s retinue pulled back, and Song Royale’s empress swept over to Ariana as well.

Once again, the queen sank to her knees, this time before the Imperatrice and the ambassador. Beyond them, she could see a shadow cross Orden’s face at the sight of her kneeling for others. But she could not afford to falter, or to doubt the course she’d chosen.

“Imperatrice Gileta,” Ariana said, taking both the empress’s hands in her own. “You honor us with your presence.”

“Little Ari,” Gileta said, and it gladdened Ariana to hear affection in her voice. Lyria only knew she’d worked hard enough over the years to soften the indomitable Imperatrice. “It is Song Royale’s honor to witness the arrival of your son.”

Ariana looked to the Caervallin diplomat, encompassing the formidable woman in the circle of goodwill that extended between herself and Gileta.

“Ambassador Gwylen. It is our pleasure to have you with us, and to welcome your master as well.”

The Caervallin ambassador shifted restlessly, but when Ariana turned away from Gileta and held out her hands again, the woman took them. Ariana smiled, but even as she did so, pain echoed within her and she bled, and bled.

“Let us have peace, and no more talk of blood sacrifices,” Ariana said with a bow of her dark head, heart hammering within her chest. She could not help but glance at Orden, who was still watching her with a faint frown. For seven years she’d never chanced his disapproval. She’d never once invoked the goddesses she formerly served. But today was a day for risks taken.

“Blood is Silith’s element,” Afon rasped from where he still stood by the southern windows. Ariana had known he would not give in. “If Honoria’s queen refuses to intercede and sate Silith with her prayers, I insist that the moon be honored in the way of my people. To that end, I’ve brought something special for the goddess—the very last of my Honorian prisoners of war.”

Ariana saw Orden set his jaw and grow livid. Caervallion had sent assurances that all Honoria’s people had perished or been returned years ago. She did not recognize the emaciated figure in shackles who was suddenly marched through a doorway by guards in Caervallin dress, but it was clear that Orden did. His gaze on the prisoner flared so hot, Ariana was afraid she would burn.

Before her king could speak, Ariana clasped one of Gileta’s hands without letting go of Gwylen, joining herself to both the Caervallin ambassador and Song Royale’s Imperatrice. Gileta’s expression was nearly as grim as Orden’s at the sight of the prisoner, and the news that Caervallion had broken faith in that regard.

“The Beloved Three shine on the hour of our meeting,” Ariana said. “May Silith bless us, lending her strength to our joint purposes and her light to all we undertake together in the days to come. Let her guide us to peace without violence in its begetting, as there has been no violence in obtaining the blood I offer.”

Discontented murmurs rose up around the women at the audience hall’s center, coming from Gileta’s retinue, from Orden’s courtiers and guards, from the Arbiter and Arbitress and their attendants. Orden’s face was a storm cloud, but for once, for this moment, Ariana was not concerned with him. She did not need his approval, but a way to both honor Afon’s request and put Caervallion in its place.

When Ariana spoke, it was in a clear voice that rang through the hall. “The moon requires blood for a sacrifice, and I have provided it.”

Letting go of both the Imperatrice and Caervallion’s ambassador, Ariana rose.

The muttering across the audience hall intensified. For where the queen had knelt, there spread a pool of crimson, and the hem of her pale blue gown was soaked red. Gileta’s lips parted, the light of grudging admiration shining in her eyes. Gwylen let out a short, sharp sound.

To the Invers, unmarked by the goddesses and uninitiated in their true ways, the sight of Ariana bleeding would be only shameful. To the daughters of the moon, it was something else entirely. A most sacred offering—blood spilled not through injury or death but in the course of giving life. It put a seal upon Ariana’s wish for peace and her invocation of their goddess, rendering her words high and holy, and all the more so because Silith had not rightly been offered blood in this place since it last served as her shrine.

The queen, the Imperatrice, and the Caervallin ambassador were bound together now—yoked one to the other in all their aims and ends. For any of them to sever that bond or serve as a willful stumbling block to another would be a slight to Silith herself. And of the Beloved Three, Silith was most vengeful, and least ready to forgive.

Ariana met Afon’s eyes.

“As your prisoner was withheld wrongfully from Honoria, and as I have bled on his behalf, I claim his life for my own,” she said. “I do not plead, for there is no law that would withhold him from me. By the precepts of the Hand, you ought to have returned him to us years ago. By Silith’s rites, he is mine. Neither your neighbors nor the goddess you claim will view you kindly if you deny me this.”





VIII
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In winter, when the forests of Caervallion are a haunted place, leafless and sere and full of dire voices, I tell myself stories of you. I speak of how someday, I will sink my greatsword to its hilt in your belly, and draw it out, and lick the hot blood from the blade. I describe how your queen will look when I force her to eat your heart out of my hand. And I spend a great deal of time contemplating what she will do when I set the cloister of the stars to oil and torches and flame. Will she beg, at long last?

Truly, I think there is no length I would not go to in order to finally secure that sweet song for myself. Do not think yourself any better—they tell it all across the Hand, how Orden Inver lives for the sight of his star bride on her knees.

—FROM AFON CAERVALLIN TO ORDEN INVER



Afon killed the prisoner.

Of course he did. His eyes bored into Orden’s the moment Ariana’s voice died out. Silver light gleamed off the heathen king’s blade and blood spilled from the gaping wound that blossomed across the prisoner’s neck. Orden had known the man—Tribune Ataxis. He hadn’t even been a soldier, but an official in charge of supply caravans. Many of the Invers had twitted Ataxis for taking the role without protest, and Ataxis had never minded, saying that even Tyrus would falter without Kidrien to keep him supplied and the hearth goddess to manage his household.

He’d been a good man. Orden didn’t know many of those, aside from the Priest.

Afon stood with his chest heaving, a challenge glinting in his dark eyes and his vicious grin as he stood over Ataxis’s body. And Orden choked back a challenge and a retort, swallowing the taste of fury as crimson sparked at the edges of his vision, because he refused to let his queen’s bleeding be in vain. Oh, he knew full well what it would cost Ari, to have used her blood against Gileta and Afon’s own ambassador. How the courtiers would mock and snub her for weeks, declaring her backslidden and shameful until the next scandal caught their pitiful attention. She was worth a thousand of them—from the very first moment, Orden had seen an incandescent strength in her, made all the more irresistible because it came in the guise of something soft and yielding.

Orden would not harm his star unless there was no other choice. So instead of acknowledging what Afon had done, he turned aside and found rescue in a most unexpected place. The infant prince in his arms began to squall, the reedy, insistent sound of his cries echoing back from the stone walls.

Well done, boy, Orden thought. We’ll make something splendid out of you.

“Where’s the wretched nurse?” he boomed over the baby’s cries, pinning on his expansive king’s mannerisms and skewering the nearby Chief Physician with a glare. Gulping and looking more frog-like than ever, Crispus pointed to the back of the room, where a sour-faced postulant in a plain kirtle stopped short in the act of edging toward the door.

Ah yes. Dolenza’s witch. Orden had forgotten.

To her credit, the young woman immediately abandoned whatever plan had her bent on leaving, and was already on her way toward Orden, elbowing through gathered nobles and court officials with a forbidding scowl on her face. She swept up to the king as if she was royalty herself, and Orden felt an odd, electric energy radiating from the Priest at his side, who’d been silent and withdrawn for most of the proceedings. Ariana’s attention, Orden could not fail to notice, was also trained on the postulant with unusual intensity.

“Your name?” Orden asked.

“Fiametta Raeana, servant to Bright Raea the Sun,” the postulant said. She stood with her shoulders thrown back, her chin high, and was nearly tall enough to meet his gaze dead-on.

Since the Invers’ rise to power, the line of Matrias who oversaw Raea’s sun-soaked domain by the sea had done what was necessary to survive. They’d bargained with the house that slaughtered their sister orders. They’d placated it. They’d argued and cajoled and flattered, but in one small thing, they would not abase themselves: no woman attached to the cloister was required by Raea or her Matria to kneel for an Inver king. And though the Invers denounced the practice as barbarous, the influence and reputation of the cloister were still so potent that they dared not force humility.

It annoyed Orden greatly to have such a hotbed of dissent within his very own kingdom. Afon had no such irritation to deal with—the daughters of Silith who still dwelt within Caervallion either approved of his bloodthirsty ways, so long as he embraced the name of their goddess, or ignored him entirely. Orden knew it would do him no favors to have an upstart peasant in plainspun refuse him courtesy at the onset of a council that could be the ruin of his reign. It would signal to Gileta that she had a staunch ally within Honorian borders, and to Afon that he might make devastating use of Honoria’s fractured religious nature.

Gods, what Orden could do with the cloister and the plains if they were his. He’d have no need of this tedious farce of a council; of Gileta’s support and trade, which came with an entire cobweb’s worth of strings attached; of hosting Afon to maintain his appearance of moderacy. He could do as he longed to so fiercely and spill Afon Caervallin’s guts on his throne room floor, grinding them into the stones of the mountain when he’d finished.

With the postulant standing before him, plain and tall and raw-boned, Orden resigned himself to a humiliating reminder of the cloister’s autonomy. He sighed, and shifted the screaming prince from one arm to the other. Then, a wonder. With a flicker of her gaze in Ariana’s direction, and then Afon’s, the postulant slowly sank to her knees.

“Majesty,” she said. “My Matria wished to send you a gift—something of great value, to mark the arrival of your son and heir. She wishes to strengthen the bond between your castle and her cloister, so all of the Hand will see that Honoria stands united, a power to be reckoned with. There is nothing my Matria values more than the souls within her care, so I offer my service to you and to the prince, as a token of Blessed Raea’s respect and regard.”

Truly, the gods must be smiling today. If Dolenza had intended any such thing, Orden would eat his best hawking glove. Yet the postulant had hit on just the words to convince all those assembled of Honoria’s strength. Ariana had some hold over her, it seemed, and already Orden’s mind was racing, working through how that might be best used to the throne’s advantage. The wet nurse could serve as an informant, perhaps, whispering Dolenza’s secrets into Inver ears.

“We acknowledge Dolenza’s deference, and accept her offering,” Orden said, raising his voice to be heard over the cries of his son. “Now for the gods’ sakes, do what you came here for.”

The postulant’s eyes snapped as she rose, but she took the baby and spoke for the king alone as she did. “I beg your leave to return the queen and the prince to their quarters, Majesty. This is no place for them.”

Orden could not agree more. What Ariana was doing in the audience hall was beyond him—he’d sent no summons and hadn’t expected to see her until he visited the queen’s rooms that night to meet their son.

“I’d like nothing better,” he said, and found himself raked up and down by the postulant’s steely gaze. The woman hadn’t a shred of deference. Deliberately, Orden turned his back on her and gestured to his guards.

“I think we’ve had quite enough of standing around here,” he called to all assembled, because if they stayed in the audience hall much longer, he’d cease to be able to ignore the prisoner’s body on the floor, or the way Afon’s malevolent attention kept swiveling to Ariana. “If you’ll all follow me, the Inver table and a night of celebration waits for us, now my son has arrived. Council business can keep till morning.”

And so they feasted. Such things were monotonous drudgery to Orden, who preferred open air and genuine company to the pageantry and artifice of court festivities. Though he was solicitous of Gileta, who sat at the high table, and watched Afon and Gwylen warily, who sat at the far end of the room, he could not help thinking all the while of Ariana, and her blood on the floor. Very late faded into very early, and Orden still sat at his banquet table, letting the candles gutter and die. He was nearly alone by now—the only courtiers left were asleep, smelling of strong spirits and snoring softly on benches or under tables. The handful of guards assigned to oversee their king were bright-eyed and alert, for the morning watch had arrived an hour back to spell their nocturnal counterparts. All the council delegates and their retinues had long since excused themselves and gone to bed, save one.

At the far end of the room, Afon still sat, a glass in his hand, his chair tilted back, his eyes glittering in the half-light. Perhaps it was foolish, but Orden never left his table until every other noble or official had departed or fallen into a drunken stupor, and he intended to do no less with Afon. He’d learned as a youth studying his more intemperate father that many of his clan saw poor performance at the banquet table as an indication of weakness. To display weakness in Inverlyn was tantamount to inviting assassination attempts, and Orden had dodged enough of those in his time.

Anger carried him through this particular feast. Neither Tribune Ataxis nor Ariana should have had to bleed because of Afon. Orden let his fury seethe and fester, bearing him up when he might otherwise have succumbed to weariness. He did not look Afon’s way. Did not acknowledge him. The two sat, silent figures in a silent room, and waited.

As the sun rose, Lucian stood from where he’d lurked in the shadows at the banquet hall’s far corner and raised a glass in mocking salute to them both, before approaching the high table and its lone imperial resident.

“What is he doing here?” the spymaster said, bowing low over Orden’s shoulder and speaking in his silken voice, made for the telling of secrets. “Does he expect to forestall the war in some way, or find a weakness to exploit in us? Or does he simply wish to rattle your cage?”

“I pay you to find out such things,” Orden rumbled. “And am extremely out of temper that you haven’t done so yet.”

Lucian shrugged. “Not for lack of trying. Afon and his inner circle are tighter than a—”

The king shot him a warning look, and Lucian cut off one of his favorite and more distasteful turns of phrase.

“He’s a closed book, Majesty. Him and that moon-faced ambassador of his. And there’s only the two of them at court now—they dismissed the guards that oversaw Ataxis after he was killed. Sent them home to Caervallion, leaving me precious little scope for ferreting out information. It was wise of you to declare war first and to send away so many of the more conservative courtiers. Hadrian will eat from your hand so long as he thinks there’s a chance of getting his son back onto Honorian soil without offending Tyrus, so he won’t see what the others might have—that Afon Caervallin is everything the Invers once were. Some would be drawn to such fire still.”

“Choose your words more carefully,” Orden said, his voice soft. The spymaster suddenly stiffened. Without appearing to move at all, Orden had laid hold of his pugio and shifted his arm so that the blade pressed against Lucian’s inner thigh. “You skirt perilously close to treason.”

“Majesty,” Lucian said, with a wounded note in his voice. “I always speak with care. Afon is everything the Invers were. Not what they have become, through your influence and august reign.”

Orden kept his knife in its place. “Bullshit, you little adder. Tell me about Gwylen, the ambassador. Why is she in Afon’s confidence?”

For the first time that he could recall, Lucian faltered. Delight flooded Orden—he’d never seen the spymaster discomfited before. “She is a master of poisons and their remedies. I believe Afon uses her as an assassin when it suits him—Gwylen serves as my counterpart, if you will. And Afon has needed her services to preserve himself a time or two, I’ll warrant.”

“Has he?” Orden asked drily. “Perhaps that’s why you seem so incapable of killing the man discreetly at my behest. I’d like to speak to this Gwylen. Find a way to ensure the two of us cross paths in a private place. Preferably sometime today.”

Once again, that nervous look. “I will attempt to, Majesty.”

“What do you mean, you’ll attempt to? See it done.”

“Gwylen has… vanished,” Lucian admitted with great reluctance. “I believe she’s left the castle proper entirely, and possibly Inverlyn. A city guard may or may not have seen her departing one of the gates several hours ago, but the report is vague at best.”

At last, Orden sheathed his pugio, the movement so deft as to be invisible. “You mean to say your counterpart, as you call her, is loose in Honoria without supervision, making whatever mischief she pleases? You had best pray nothing comes of this, Lucian, or I will kill you myself.”

“Ah, look, Afon is leaving.”

“Perhaps he means to vanish as well. Better scuttle off like the spider you are and keep track of him, before you misplace him like his lackey.”

Finally rid of both the Caervallin king and Lucian, Orden shoved his chair back with a loud scrape and swept out of the room. His guards fell in behind him, marching to keep up with their king’s long stride. Orden wanted a cold bath to cool his burning spirit. He needed to erase the image of Ariana bleeding not ten yards away from Afon.

“Ice water,” Orden snarled to his valet, as he reached his quarters and slammed the door in the faces of his guards. Miciah left swiftly to prepare the requested bath, and Orden was left in solitude, a rare and welcome occurrence.

He flung himself down in the carved oak chair drawn up to his ponderous desk and stared out the bank of windows that looked south and east, across the Solis Plains. The sun was rising, glittering across the sea, and everything that stretched to the horizon, Orden was responsible for. The awareness rested like a millstone around his neck.

So, too, did the thought of Ariana. She was the antithesis of all that Orden had been brought up to, and he wanted so badly to possess and protect her, and to lay the world at her feet. Yet he worried that she would be safer back in her failing cloister, or among Dolenza’s folk, or across the sea. If Orden faltered just once, there would be no mercy for his gentle queen.

The quiet sounds of Miciah directing servants and preparing the bath rose, and a few moments later, the valet appeared at the edge of Orden’s vision, signaling silently that his orders had been followed. Rising, Orden strode over to the lifeless gray hearth. A great copper washtub stood before it, filled near to the brim with water and chunks of ice brought down from higher up the mountain. The king shed his clothes, waving away Miciah’s assistance, and stood naked for a moment, steeling his nerves against the coming shock of cold. A ribbon of white scarring laced across one of his ribs, and another bunched ropily at the small of his back, the reminder of botched assassination attempts when he was a boy. Failed poisonings had been worse by far, and left no marks—gods preserve them all if Gwylen could not be found. Fainter scars crosshatched the king’s upper arms, though those were not the product of malice. They were virtus marks, left behind by the Inver habit of inflicting pain upon one’s child in order to inure them against it. Darias had been committed to the practice, rigorously applying it to both Orden and his elder brother, Carian, as the two most likely successors to the throne.

Stepping into the frigid water of his bath, Orden bit back a hiss and submerged himself to the shoulders. The cold shot through him, sharpening his senses and filling him with renewed vitality.

“Miciah,” Orden clipped out. “Bring Glora to me.”

He tried not to think again of Afon under his roof, or the foreign king’s hands on Ariana’s throat. Worse still was the way Ari had looked in the audience hall—pale as death, and unspeakably weary, though nothing ever seemed to damage her preternatural calm. Perhaps the page boy’s disdain had been right. Perhaps this time, one heir would suffice to secure the Inver line, no matter how Ari protested. If Orden could keep the child safe from some petty assassination, it would simplify things. There’d be no need for one of his offspring to dispatch the rest in order to seize and hold the throne. Only he himself would remain in the way, and the idea of dying at his son’s hands filled Orden with both dread and pride.

Would he could raise the infant to become such a man.

Glora appeared in the doorway and crossed the room as Orden beckoned to her. She stood stolid and unabashed at witnessing her king disrobed.

“Glora,” Orden said. “I’m sorry about Ataxis. He was an asset to the army, and I know he shared your bed while in Inverlyn.”

Glora nodded without feeling the need to speak. She was one of the castle fixtures and had earned the right.

“Were you attending Ariana before she went down to the audience hall yesterday afternoon?” Orden asked.

“Yes, my lord.”

“What was it that made her decide to come? She was meant to be resting. I’m not out of humor, mind—her presence is always welcome, but I’d have spared her seeing Afon for as long as possible.”

A frown crossed Glora’s face briefly before she regained her composure. “We received a summons from you, my lord. It was brought up by one of the staff. I looked it over carefully, and all was present and correct. A quick note, in your script, matched with your seal.”

Forgery, from someone who wished to toy with Ariana, no doubt. He’d need a new seal, and a thorough investigation of the scribes and secretaries, as well as any guards who oversaw his private chambers and study. It was not even close to the first time one of his people had attempted to tamper with the queen, though Orden generally managed to head them off at the pass, ensuring they met with a fatal accident or were dispatched to the frontlines in Vesper.

“For the remainder of summer council,” he said, “do not deliver a summons to the queen unless it comes to you from my own hand, or my own lips. Is that clear?”

“Perfectly.”

“You’re dismissed.”

There were, mercifully, a few hours to spare before court obligations would require a king’s attention again. Throwing himself down upon his bed, Orden slept, a sluggish torpor he could not seem to pull himself out of, during which he dreamed of tense voices—Ariana’s, rising and falling, and another woman’s. When he woke with a crushing headache, half the dream was true. Beside him lay his infant son and Ariana, the queen curled protectively around their child. She was ghost pale, her breath shallow and rapid, and the sight of her cut Orden to the heart. She only came to his bed if she was troubled and in need of reassurance, like a finely bred hound who could not resist creeping to the side of an unfit master.

Though he could not see that she bled, Orden smelled the metallic tang of it, heavy on the air. What she needed was a Vesperin physician, he decided abruptly. Though Vesper lacked any truly desirable trade goods, they made up for it with knowledge. No other nation had learned so much of medicine, or mathematics, or the arts. It was Vesper’s cunning strategies and ingenious war machinery that had staved off Honoria’s greater and stronger army for two centuries.

But much as Ariana might need a Vesperin healer, and badly though Orden might want one, they would get no such thing. The Vesperins were proud, and loath to share what they knew with their invaders. Any of their people with a useful trade took capsules of poison and died upon capture. Prisoners of war were few and far between. Perhaps Lucian could be dispatched to spirit away a physician from behind Vesperin lines, Orden thought as he sat up and found the spymaster seated at his desk, toying with an armillary sphere. That would both rid Orden of an annoyance and serve his queen.

“When did Her Majesty arrive?” Orden asked quietly, so as not to wake his bedfellows.

Lucian shrugged, his lip curling as he cast a look at the queen. He made no secret of his disdain for her, the sentiment born from a general disgust for all Corrinians and all worshipers of Lyria, coupled with a self-interested dislike of anyone else who could sway the king. “I don’t know. She was already here when I came in.”

Getting to his feet, Orden went to the wardrobe and pulled on clothing. Breeches. Boots. Loose shirt. Doublet. He felt as if he would stifle, and his head throbbed mercilessly.

“What do you want, Lucian?” he asked, the words coming out muffled as he cleaned his teeth with a damp rag and vericin paste at the washstand.

“Nothing,” Lucian said. “But the purser for the Solis Plains is waiting for you, red in the face over a levee the farmers refuse to pay. They’re hiding behind Dolenza’s skirts as usual, saying she’s tightened her fist when it comes to her holdings. And Prorex Cassius is here from the Levire Mountains—he’s had a border dispute with Legate Marek, who ordered the assassination of Cassius’s only child and heir. Cassius demands the king’s justice. There are a few other petitioners, but those are the most noteworthy—they all want your attention before council business claims you for the day.”

Orden finished cleaning his teeth and beckoned to Miciah.

“Bring me whatever is left of the venison pie they had at the lower tables last night,” he said. “And bring cut fruit and spice broth for the queen, as well.”

Only once Miciah had gone did he turn to Lucian, frustration tightening in his chest.

“Cassius and the purser ought to be ashamed of themselves,” Orden ground out. “Crawling to the throne for assistance like kicked dogs. We were greater than this, once. We handled our own problems, and the king was free to set his mind on conquest and battle.”

“I agree, Majesty,” Lucian said smoothly, spinning the armillary sphere. “Shall I have your petitioners hung from the castle wall? That is what your father would have done. It is what Afon would do, as well.”

Damn. If the Invers in general were less than their sires, so was Orden. It wasn’t mercy that stayed his hand, but impatience and lack of time. If he made an end of Cassius and the purser, their families would come clamoring to him for restitution, which would have to be doled out via appropriate means and measures. Orden could not stomach the thought of one more drawn-out task.

Nor could he stomach being compared to Afon.

“Did you find the Caervallin ambassador?” he asked. “Or is there still a wolf roaming unchecked among our sheep?”

The sphere fell still, and the spymaster’s hands dropped to his lap. “Still no sign of her.”

“And Afon? I suppose he’s sprouted wings and flown out of the castle without a trace, as well?”

“No.”

Orden turned, something in Lucian’s voice setting off a warning in him. “What has he done, then?”

“Brought up whores from the lower city, after he left the banquet hall. One of them’s dead, and the bawdy house she came from is demanding recompense. Their matron’s one of your petitioners.”

A ring of crimson began to scintillate at the edges of Orden’s vision, as always happened when Inver rage built in him. But he prided himself on his ability to control and channel that fury, unlike his father and elder brother, who had been mastered by their wrath.

First, make a conquest of yourself, was Orden’s credo. Then, of the world at large.

He had managed the first, more or less, and was still trying for the second.

“Summon the Priest,” Orden said abruptly. “I want to speak to him about this council, and about my son. We’re going to name the boy before all Honoria and before our visiting guests, and I want such a spectacle that no one present will be able to deny our supremacy.”

It had been Orden’s first instinct to hide what he held most dear from Afon. Caervallion’s king made no secret of his lust for everything Orden possessed, and so he had thought to keep his family safe and out of sight. But he had forgotten the heat of Ariana’s hidden fire.

Let her shame Afon again, and shame every last member of the court who’d be gossiping about the blood she’d shed. Orden’s people loved high drama, and so he would give them just that at the prince’s naming ceremony, with Ariana as its centerpiece. The gossip would still, the council delegates would see Orden’s power and Honoria’s future on display, and the people would think well of him and his queen. To that end, he’d invite everyone to the naming—the entire populace of Inverlyn. The Priest would have a fit, but Orden had made up his mind. His people would all be present, and they would watch Ariana show her true strength, as she offered a blood sacrifice to the god of war.

As Orden purposed, so it would be. He was king, and it was high time Honoria danced to his tune.





IX
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The gods have spoken, and the word they have sent down to me is this: no longer will their minor blood sacrifices come at the expense of their worshippers. Rather than the blood of a petitioner, they require the blood of their Priest, shed by the one who wishes their favor. Let the Invers be conquerors in this, as in all things, for it does not become our people to spill their blood needlessly, even before the gods.

—A RELIGIOUS RULE OF THE NINTH PRIEST



I knew as soon as I saw Gwylen that someone would try for Orden’s life this summer. But I didn’t expect it to be so soon.” Ariana spoke softly to the Priest from where she stood at the hearth goddess’s altar, while the Priest busied himself with tending to the other three. It was always so when she came down to his sanctuary—at her request, he remained nearby, but occupied, so that they might murmur their secrets while appearing to do no more than pray. “She’s no ambassador. Do you… do you know what she truly is?”

“Afon’s right hand,” the Priest answered. He sat before Mortis’s altar, crushing herbs for incense. When the mix was ready, he would add a pinch of incaendium and a splash of aqua vitae, and the herbs would purify and compress into ember-like shards, fit for offering to the Inver pantheon. “She’s a spy and assassin and whatever else is needed, as far as I can tell. Like Lucian, only better at her job, because it seems she’s disappeared. No one’s laid eyes on her since the first few hours of the welcoming banquet.”

“She’s—” Ariana fell silent for a moment. “Well. It doesn’t matter. When I saw her I knew there would be trouble, and I was sent a warning by Dolenza too. I went to Orden’s rooms last night because of it, and he’d been drugged—nothing that couldn’t be passed off as the aftereffects of a night of drinking, if need be, but I wasn’t able to wake him, no matter how I tried. While I was there, one of Gileta’s women got in, with a silk garotte.”

The Priest swore under his breath. The alliance between Honoria and Song Royale really was going to break, then. Vesper would be a bloodbath, and the very idea of it turned the Priest cold. Orden had never been to Vesper, nor Gileta, nor Dolenza—none of the players in power who made their decisions with little regard for the tens of thousands of ordinary folk toiling and dying there. But the Priest had been to the frontlines and spent years embroiled in the horrors of Honoria’s longest war. Vesper’s brutal front was the last thing he’d ever seen.

“What did you do?” he asked Ariana finally, and could hear her breath catch. The Priest thought briefly of telling her of his own confrontation with Lucian’s footpad, but it seemed unnecessary. The trouble had been dealt with, and it would only pain Ariana that he’d taken a life to protect their interests.

“I dissuaded her,” the queen said.

“Just asked her to leave, was that it? And she said, Well, of course, Majesty, if you’d prefer I not assassinate your husband, I can go.”

“Adda.” Ariana spoke his title as a reproach. The Priest could hear his new nephew grizzling in the queen’s arms. She made a small shushing noise to the baby and the cavern’s ghosts began to hum ever so softly, an ancient cradle song. The infant prince quieted.

“You know what they all think of me,” Ariana said. “That I have whored myself out to your clan and your gods in exchange for whatever scraps of power Orden allows. Gileta may like me a little, now and then, but everyone on the Hand believes I’m a wretched apostate, capable of anything.”

The Priest waited. He found silence was often the best response when others wished to unburden themselves to him but struggled to find the words.

“I put Orden’s dagger to our son’s throat.” The admission left Ariana’s lips devoid of any feeling, and the Priest’s heart ached. He knew her all too well—her gentleness, her faith that still gleamed like a muted star, her stringent ideals. Such an action would have cost her greatly. “I swore to Gileta’s woman that I would kill the baby if she didn’t leave, and bade her warn her mistress that Orden is not to be touched. It may be permissible to kill a man bloodlessly for rekindling a war, but Silith would not look well on it if an innocent’s death was part of the bargain.”

The Priest’s mortar and pestle had fallen still, though he sat surrounded by the scent of bitter herbs. “I’m sorry. That was a hard thing, little queen.”

She was rustling about behind the hearth goddess’s altar, adding fresh shards of incense to the brazier and a few drops of lavender oil. The Priest kept oil of lavender on hand for those who wished to make an occasional clandestine offering to Raea, and it was a testament to Ariana’s unsettled frame of mind that she chose it now, when she scrupulously avoided any vestige of her old practice under better circumstances.

“It was. And it means Gileta has no intention of treating with us. We’re going to lose any trade with her. And Vesper…” Her voice trailed off.

“And Vesper,” the Priest repeated.

“Better if we let them have Orden, perhaps,” the Priest said wryly, and Ariana let out a shaky, tear-choked laugh. “Just… anyone who wants him. Gileta. Gwylen. Afon. The Vesperins. What a lot of trouble we go to for a man neither of us likes.”

“I can’t,” Ariana said, and there was despair in the admission. “It isn’t in me to give him up. And you know we’re both alive because of him. You’d be dead in a moment if anything was to happen to Orden, and I—I owe him so much, yet he holds none of it over me.”

The Priest resumed his work, grinding the pestle down harder than was strictly necessary. He did not like to hear of Ariana’s obligation to his brother, whom he hated more than half the time and could not understand the rest.

“I know it’s pointless asking, and I’m sure you’ve already tried,” the Priest said. “But can’t you stop Orden from pursuing this madness? Tell him you don’t want another war—he’d make a conquest of the sky and bring you Silith herself as a prisoner if you asked him to.”

“I’ve tried.” There was a hint, the faintest hint, of impatience in Ariana’s carefully modulated voice. “I’ve coaxed, I’ve cajoled, I’ve begged him on my knees. He only tells me it must be done, and someday I’ll understand.”

The baby let out a small, fractious noise, followed by a gusty sigh from the queen. The Priest heard a whisper of fabric, and then the prince feeding.

“Where’s the nurse?” he asked.

“Gone.” The Priest had never heard Ariana sound so bleak before. It must have been an appalling disappointment, to have the help of a soria and then lose it. “Despite what she said in the audience hall, she never meant to stay.”

“I’m sorry,” the Priest said again, helplessly.

“It’s not—” Ariana began, but the Priest raised a hand for silence, and she fell still at once.

“Someone’s coming.”

The queen began to intone a prayer to the hearth goddess, while the Priest continued his work with renewed focus. Before the new arrivals had reached the altar rise, he knew who it would be. The Priest recognized them by their rustle of silks and smell of strange incense. Even without that, there was the way the ghosts of Silith’s murdered daughters began to faintly chant a welcoming hymn.

“Imperatrice,” the Priest called out, getting to his feet as Gileta and her retinue approached the altars. “How good of you to honor the Inver gods with your presence.”

During the reign of Darias Inver, the Priest’s father, there’d been no alliance between Song Royale and Honoria—that had been Orden’s doing, within months of taking the throne. Orden had courted Gileta as assiduously as he might have wooed a bride, convincing her of his intent to rule in a different vein than his forebearers had done. No wonder, then, that Gileta radiated anger as she climbed the altar rise and approached the Priest.

“Silas,” Gileta said, coming to a halt before him. “Still alive in this den of vipers, I see.”

It always sent a shock through the Priest to hear her use his name. No Inver did, out of deference to his role. It seemed unbearably intimate, and Gileta, he suspected, knew it put him on edge, and took pleasure in doing so.

“Alive and well,” the Priest said with a bow of his head. “Has it occurred to you that perhaps my survival in a lair of serpents is the result of being one myself?”

Gileta let out a low laugh and took his face in her hand. The Priest stilled and did not resist as she turned his chin, presumably in order to search for some unknown quality, though what she was looking for the Priest could never guess.

“Not a viper,” Gileta said at last. “Not like the others. A salamander, perhaps. A creature born of fire and fit to survive it, but lacking a serpent’s venom and malice.”

“I’ve malice enough for the both of us,” the Priest said honestly. “And some left over, besides. Would you care to make a blood offering to our god of war?”

“Silith’s daughters have spilled enough blood before that altar to last until the world crumbles,” Gileta answered. “Though Caervallion would turn our goddess into no more than a facsimile of your heathen Tyrus, with his lust for battle and death. Do you know what I awakened to this morning, Priest?”

“Your attendants’ prayers for peace, and for Afon to rejoin the moon’s proper fold?” the Priest hazarded.

“A woman’s body, marked with the Caervallin bear, which someone dumped upon the doorstep of my guest chambers. No doubt to remind me of Afon’s barbarism. Not that Honoria lacks its share of that—is your child well this morning, Ariana? Enjoying his mother’s love, and her protection from the dangerous games of court?”

The Priest bridled. He did not like to hear Ariana bated. Never had done.

“I will thank you not to disturb the other worshipers in my sanctuary,” he warned Gileta, voice flat as he moved to Mortis’s altar to put away the tools he’d been working with. “Orden defers to my judgment in all matters religious, and so I am able to permit you access to this cavern for your own rites. It would be a shame if I was forced to revoke that access.”

“So the salamander truly does have some venom,” Gileta said with an audible smile. “What could we make of you, Silas, were you more than a Priest?”

“A corpse,” the Priest said bluntly. “It is only my role and my brother’s protection that keeps me alive among my own people. Now, will you honor Silith, or not?”

With a gracious gesture, the Priest offered his altars to Gileta and her retinue. She swept past him, the air stirring with slight warmth and the lingering scent of incense as she and her followers scattered themselves across the rise. For a moment that seemed to stretch on forever, silence fell in the cavern sanctuary.

Silent worshipers.

Silent Priest.

Silent ghosts.

Silent gods.

A soundless echo of the moon’s own tranquility and restraint.

It carried on and on, the weight of it growing, the tension of it becoming a song. Silence twisted through the Priest and twined itself around his bones until he, too, sang. His own heart pulsed to the beat of that silence, his blood becoming a tide no longer pulled by the unconscious mechanisms of his body and will, but by Silith herself. The thought unnerved him, the silence unsettled him, and at last the Priest shivered, a chill running through him at some exact and unheard pitch.

Then, into that silence came Gileta’s voice.

Low and soft, it took the shape of a wordless, undulating lament. A chant of sorrow, a hymn of grief, a lamentation for all that the daughters of the Beloved Three had once held and lost. A funeral dirge for what was and what might have been. Slowly and singly, Gileta’s attendants joined her, one voice added at a time. The sound of their mourning grew richer and fuller until at last, piercing the upper reaches of the cavernous dark, a high, keening melody soared above them all, sung in crystalline tones.

Ariana. Not once had she sung to her goddesses in their profaned sanctuary before.

The Priest thought he could not bear a moment more of it. A dozen times he’d heard Gileta and her followers at their worship, and experience never inured him to the sound. It bit at his insides, gnawing like a physical pain. When, inevitably, the hundredfold voices of his ghosts struck up from the cavern’s farthest depths, swelling from the lightless shadows and lending untold strength to the little choir on the rise, the Priest let out a ragged, involuntary sigh. As he did, he realized with a sharp jolt that he, too, had been part of that song—the aftershocks of half-conscious humming still vibrated in his throat.

With a final searing note, Silith’s daughters and Honoria’s queen fell silent once more. Or nearly silent—a whisper of silk moved toward the Priest, and he felt the presence of Gileta before him.

“Ariana,” the Imperatrice called over to the hearth goddess’s altar. “That was well done. Don’t think it erases the warning you sent me, but it was well done, nevertheless. As for you, Priest, you perplex me.” There was confusion, frustration, leftover sorrow behind her words. “You hear them, don’t you? The songs that are still sung in this sanctuary?”

They both knew that Gileta did not refer to the voices of her own women.

“Yes. Why do you think that might be?” the Priest asked without interest, as if he did not much care to know the answer. In truth, he wanted very badly to know. It troubled him greatly, that he could hear the sanctuary’s ghosts, when no records of any Priest who’d come before made mention of them.

Gileta considered in silence for a moment.

“Perhaps the incaendium,” she said at last. “You nearly lost your life to witchsmoke, after all. Do you know where our incaendium comes from?”

“I know its uses.” The Priest waved a dismissive hand. “Treated one way, it brings added fertility to the earth. Treated another, it makes witchsmoke.”

“It is the remains of our dead,” Gileta told him, and the Priest fell still. Across the rise, Ariana drew in a sharp breath, as Gileta bared a secret that perhaps no Inver had been party to before. “In life, the goddess-marked belong to themselves. In death, they belong to the Beloved Three. Their spirits are brought to a realm of perfect light, and what is left behind is nothing—an object, and a last tithe to the goddesses. It is rendered down into incaendium and treated as the Matrias see fit. Dolenza uses her tithe of flesh to enhance the Solis Plains, as have all the daughters of Raea before her. Lyria’s children burn theirs, sending it up to the stars as sparks. Silith’s followers alone use their incaendium in medicines or in trade, whichever will best forward the will and interests of the Wise Moon. So I wonder, Silas, could you hear our fallen sisters before you were touched by a weapon made from the remains of our sacred dead?”

The Priest did not answer, knowing any reply would stick in his throat like splintered bone. He had not heard the cavern’s ghosts before he was maimed. And the thought flashed across his mind for an instant that perhaps the pain and difficulty he suffered had been worth it, to hear Silith’s lost daughters sing.

He dismissed it at once with a stab of anger. If he were more Inver, he would never consider a wrong done to him as worthwhile in the end. If he were more Inver, Silith’s forgotten harmonies would not move him so. Or perhaps this was the most truly Inver aspect of his nature—that the hymns of the moon goddess’s daughters filled him with a fierce longing, strong as hatred, bitter as love.

He wanted to govern or be governed by them. He wanted to kneel or force them to their knees. He wanted. He wanted. And that was all.

“A fool and his ghosts,” a rough, dismissive voice said from the foot of the altar rise. “I, too, hear the women his forefathers slaughtered. It doesn’t take a dose of moldering bones, only an inclination toward the moon’s ways. The Invers’ Priest is less faithful than they believe, or perhaps than he himself knows.”

The Priest recognized that voice at once. It had burned its way into his consciousness as he stood by Orden’s side in the audience hall and sat by him at the feast table, listening to Afon of Caervallion’s gravelly laughter, his entirely confident way of speaking. Afon possessed everything that recommended one Inver to another, everything the Priest felt himself lacking. The Caervallin king’s heavy, certain steps drew closer, and tension sang between him and Gileta. Brave of her, the Priest realized, to come to a place where she was so at odds with her peers, and where she must deliver censure on behalf of her goddess.

“Hello, Priest,” Afon said mockingly, and somehow his use of the title was worse than the ungranted intimacy of Gileta speaking the Priest’s old name. “I’ve heard a great deal about you.”

“Have you?” the Priest answered. “Until today, I never thought of you at all.”

“Such a sharp Inver bark he has,” Afon said, sounding darkly amused, though he spoke to Gileta now. “They all consider themselves so fearsome, with their petty jibes and barbs and infighting. Silith will delight in eating them up, when I finally serve them to her on a platter.”

Irritated, and unwilling to let it show, the Priest fell back on old wiles, old stratagems.

“Our sanctuary is at your disposal,” he said to Afon with flawless courtesy. “Will you make a blood offering to our god of war? Silith may be satisfied with a prisoner slain unjustly in the audience hall, but Tyrus is more particular.”

“Yes,” Afon answered without hesitation. “I believe I will.”

“Priest,” Ariana said from the hearth goddess’s altar, the word a warning.

Gileta let out a faint, disapproving sound, and beyond the stone rise, a full-throated murmuring began. The Priest’s ghosts were restless. He could feel their attention bearing down on himself and the Caervallin king as they moved to Tyrus’s altar.

“Your knife, or mine?” Afon asked, as he bared his left arm and held it out to the Priest. The Priest could feel Afon’s skin and sinew, weathered and ropy as it brushed against the backs of his hands.

“It doesn’t matter,” the Priest answered with an easy shrug. “But your understanding of our mode of worship is outdated. An Inver petitioner no longer spills their own blood for Tyrus, as your people do for Silith. Our gods have no need for self-sacrifice, and so I have reformed our offerings. A gift to the divine must be taken from someone else. Given your actions upstairs, one of our prisoners of war would be fitting, should you like me to have one brought out for you. It would lessen the offensiveness of your earlier sacrifice. Or you can proceed in the ordinary manner—Tyrus, of course, is less pleased by an incomplete sacrifice, but it’s better than nothing.”

As he spoke, the Priest rolled up both sleeves of his plain linen shirt, fingertips alive to the network of raised scars that crosshatched his forearms like a form of writing—an Inver sort of scripture, cut into his very skin. Afon let out a small, disdainful sound, and it came as no surprise to the Priest. What he’d made of his role required too much abasement, too much indignity. Only a father was meant to mark his son in this way, whereas the Priest was marked by every Inver who wished to spill blood for the gods.

Truthfully, he’d grown sick of cutting at others, and used the voices of the divine as an excuse to spare himself the task.

“Very well,” Afon answered, reaching for the Priest’s right arm. “Is there anything particular I must say?”

“Use the left,” the Priest said. “It’s the side I favor, and so will be the most potent offering. Make your cut, then request something of Tyrus.”

“No.” Ariana had approached without a sound, her hand replacing Afon’s on the Priest’s arm. “Today I will be the sacrifice, as I was yesterday. I believe Caervallion’s king has a powerful hunger to see me bleed again.”

A thousand words crowded together at the back of the Priest’s throat, but he dared not naysay her. It would only pique Afon, and make him more interested in a chance to prick Honoria’s queen.

Ariana placed her arm in the Priest’s hand, her skin cooler than it ought to be, and a little clammy. She still held the infant prince, the child pressed between them, and the Priest could feel the baby move and snuffle in his sleep. There were small tremors running through Ariana at intervals—all this was costing her greatly.

“The Priest will check you if you do more to me than the gods require,” Ariana told Afon. “I may be willing to bleed for your petition, but I’m not fool enough to put myself entirely in your hands.”

With a small singing of steel on steel, Afon took up the offertory knife from Tyrus’s altar.

“Does Orden know how well you trust his brother?” he asked, a note of amusement in his harsh voice. “And would he approve, if he did?”

“Just make your cut,” the Priest growled.

He never grew used to it, the sharp sting of pain that followed someone else’s act of worship. It brought no shame or humiliation to the Priest, as he knew he ought to feel. He’d chosen to stand in as a victim, an avatar for the conquered and overthrown. But the Priest did not feel conquered when someone else cut him. He felt clear and steely and infinitely present in the moment after a bloodletting.

With Ariana as the offering, a full measure of shame surged through him like cold water. He counted down from five after Afon’s cut, ensuring enough blood was spilled, then reached into one pocket for the soft rag and bundle of clotting herbs he carried.

But when Afon spoke, everything in him froze. Even Ariana’s pulse beneath his fingers seemed to slow. The Priest had never been out of control in his sanctuary before. He’d always been the true master of things—his blood, his altars, his ostensible gods. Now, he found himself bearing witness to Afon’s vengeance for Ariana’s sacrifice in the audience hall.

“I name Silith as arbiter of this sacrifice,” Afon said, his rough voice ringing out as the Priest envisioned Ariana’s blood trickling down the altar, to the ancient stone beneath which still bore the stains of the Invers’ first slaughter. “And as Honoria’s queen has given blood willingly, she is bound to my request and to Silith’s judgment. I would live to see Orden Inver dethroned and made a corpse, and his child placed within my power. I would have the one whose blood carries my request live to witness it.”

Orden would be furious if he found out about this, the Priest thought numbly. Afon had made a mockery of Ariana, and the Priest was to blame. He shouldn’t have let the old bear anywhere near the Inver altars.

Then the queen spoke, her words a whisper meant for Afon only.

“Did you like that?” There was mockery in her normally gentle voice. “Are you eager to finish the job? A pity that you’ll never have the chance. Orden would raze all of the Hand before he let you touch me against my will. As for your petition, Silith does not hear prayers her sacrifices do not consent to.”

Despite her bravado, the queen was faltering. She leaned heavily on the Priest, and he felt when Afon draw closer, brushing against the Priest’s shoulder in order to menace Ariana.

“You forget that I am sworn to the service of the moon, and understand her requirements better than you do, with your ruined mark. It is the blood of your offering itself that serves as consent, and so it has already been given.”

With Ariana half fainting beside him, the Priest finally found his spine.

“Leave,” he ordered, and there was steel in the command. “I’ll have the guards drag you out if you don’t go of your own will. What’s the worst a bit of force can do, precipitate a war? We’re past that point already.”

“It will be very interesting to hear what Orden thinks of the two of you.” Afon withdrew as he spoke. “Close as a pair of nesting doves, by the look of things. Does he relish being made a cuckold? Does it add to his pleasure, when he takes his soria to bed? Or is it both of you he enjoys? Silith knows, there must be some reason he kept a near relative alive.”

The Priest made no retort, preoccupied as he was with supporting Ariana. With a parting laugh, Afon retreated, heading for the stair and the tunnel that led to the castle above.

“It’s a dangerous game you’re playing, Ariana Lyrien,” Gileta said sternly. “Pitting kings against one another. I hope it doesn’t prove the ruin of you, and of the Hand.”

She followed in Afon’s wake, her retinue departing with a rustle of silk. Only when they were alone together did the Priest take Ariana’s full weight and lower her to the cold cavern floor.

“Just hold the baby for a moment,” she said dimly. “I’ll be all right.”

The Priest obliged, taking the prince as Ariana leaned against him. She was shivering violently now, and he wished he had something to offer her against the chill in the dank subterranean air.

“Ari?” he asked finally, when her shaking subsided and she sat a little taller. “What is it you intend, taunting Afon like that?”

“I don’t… I don’t know,” she confessed. “He brings out the worst in me. I am so far from Lyria’s light when in his presence. All I know is that I would die before he bends me to his will, or let him burn all the Hand to ashes. Someday I will answer for that stubbornness to the Beloved Three.”

The Priest held his nephew close. The child still slept, oblivious to the stratagems and troubles of those around him, his chest rising and falling beneath the Priest’s fingertips.

“Go to Mortis, if the Beloved Three judge you wrongly,” he said. “He’ll know what you intend, and that submission to a tyrant only ever leads to grief. He will tell you that you are not wrong, and that he saw from the very first day how you struggle for a better world, blind though he may be.”

A faint smile colored Ariana’s answer. “Mortis isn’t blind, Priest. I do believe you’ve confused yourself with one of the gods again.”

“Well, we invented our gods, haven’t you heard? Or they invented us. I’m never quite sure which one. Either way, Mortis can do what I tell him for a change.”

Ariana got to her feet, unsteadily and with some effort. Then she reached down and took the baby from the Priest.

“Time to be queen again,” she said with reluctance. “Afon’s doubtless spewing slander about both of us, so I’d better find Orden and get ahead of it. Have I ever mentioned how glad I am that you’re here? You’d make a far better fratria than a Priest.”

“And you’d make a better soria than a queen.”

“Yet here we both are, tied by fate to an Inver king.”

“What fools the gods make of us.”

“Yes, Adda. And the goddesses too.”

Out in the darkness, one of the Priest’s ghosts let out a giddy laugh.

“Indeed. And the goddesses too.”





X
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Cleverest among the Three is the moon, whose wisdom so often comes cloaked in darkness. Hers is the realm of death and judgment and subterfuge; hers is the province of questions without answers, of sins rendered necessary by circumstance. She alone of the sisters understands the difficulty of life in a world wracked by violence, and that sometimes, threats and force must be met in kind. Her followers are made in her image; subtle, changeful, and fluid in their ethics and ideals.

—FROM THE CODEX SILARIS, HELD IN TRUST BY IMPERATRICE GILETA SILITHIEN FOR THE ORDER OF THE MOON



The sharp sting of a biting insect burned at Fia’s neck, and she slapped the spot harder than was strictly necessary. The pine forests in the outlying foothills were cloudy with gnats and midges and hungry flies, which were having their fill of the short-tempered postulant. Even her placid mule switched its tail in annoyance, occasionally tossing its dun head. Only an hour into Fia’s flight from Inverlyn, the creature had grown inexplicably lame in one hind leg—not enough to halt her progress altogether, but enough to force her to walk. Enough to slow them considerably. They’d traveled the night through and all morning, and Fia had not even reached the flat land of the plains.

Behind them, the castle and its surrounding city were still visible above the trees. Though Fia tried to keep herself from glancing over her shoulder now and then, she couldn’t help it. She’d expected to be fixed on the homeward road, bent on the path ahead, yet her attention wavered, skittering back to the mountain and its Inver stronghold. Guilt roiled in her stomach and images plagued her, flashing through her mind at random—Ariana in bed, desperately afraid and surrounded by blood. Ariana in the throne room, sealing the intentions of the powers she’d assembled as she bled onto the flagstones. Ariana with a world of sorrow in her eyes.

Steeling herself, Fia carried on. Though she’d spoken of herself as a gift from Dolenza, she was a free woman, and doubtless Honoria’s queen would have a ready answer if pressed as to her wet nurse’s whereabouts. All would be well. Fia was not needed in the castle—where Ariana Lyrien had been a perfect daughter of stars, Ariana Inver was obviously an accomplished mover of high powers, shifting the fate of nations with her every word and deed. She would be all right; without a mother, Miriel would not.

She would be all right.

At a fork in the road, Fia found an inn tucked beneath the pines. A ragtag group of gaunt and hollow-eyed Corrinians had camped among the trees across from the stone building, and Fia let out a fretful sigh at the sight of them. Corrinians made a habit of traveling by night, under the provision of Lyria, and stopping by day. Their presence on the roadside meant that either the Corrinians couldn’t afford the inn, or they’d been turned out. Encampments of that sort were a common sight across the great continent of the Hand, in the years since Honoria and Caervallion’s war.

Pulling the lead reins a little tighter, Fia brought her mule over to them.

“Clear skies and bright stars,” she said in Honorian, using the traditional Corrinian greeting, though she couldn’t speak the language it was made for. “I hope you’re able to rest well here. Where are you all traveling to?”

Most of the group was sleeping fitfully in makeshift tents, but one of the women got to her feet and went over to Fia, reaching out a hand. Fia did likewise, and they stood for a moment, palms resting above each other’s hearts. It was a relief and a comfort, to greet someone in the goddesses’ manner after spending time at the Inver court.

“We’re going southwest,” the woman said. “Across the plains. We’ll leave the Hand altogether and continue to Eire, if we can find safe passage, and work for our fare.”

Fia shook her head. “Eire won’t take you. Or rather, they will, but once you get there, you’ll find it’s not a place you can stay. There isn’t any work to be had, and nowhere for you to settle. My Matria doesn’t send anyone there, if they come to us looking for advice.”

The woman removed her headrail, the old-fashioned headscarf that only sorias and Corrinians still wore. She wiped her damp forehead with the back of one hand and gave Fia a worried look. “It’s the last place within a week of the Hand’s shores that we can think of. Song Royale turned us out, saying they’ve taken in too many of us already. Skandara’s borders are closed. And Caervallion’s out of the question.”

“You’re right on that score,” Fia said. She glanced at the roadway and saw no one coming but a lone traveler in the distance, mounted and headed for the inn at a brisk and efficient trot.

“Go south to my cloister,” Fia told the Corrinian woman, her voice low. “Matria Dolenza can find passage to Vesper for you, and safe transport across the frontlines. There’s room in Vesper for Corrinians, and work to be had. They don’t worship the Three, or any god, really, but they’ll let you do and believe as you like, so long as it’s not harming anyone. They won’t send you to the front, either; they respect those who pursue peace.”

An elderly man with white hair and shockingly blue eyes joined the woman. A goddess mark ran along his jaw—four snow-white stars, stretching from his ear to his chin.

“What does she say?” he asked the woman, speaking Honorian for courtesy’s sake.

“That there’s room for us in Vesper, and the Matria at Raea’s cloister can arrange passage.”

The old man’s eyes clouded over. “Vesper? It’s so far. And they’re at war, with Honoria. How can we find safety in a place like that?”

“I know, Adda, but what other choice do we have?”

He shook his head. “Too far, Elora. How would we know when it’s time to go home?”

Swallowing back bitter words, Fia turned to her mule. She’d heard this a thousand times before from Corrinians seeking refuge at the cloister. They all held on to a vain hope that someday, Corrin would be secure again. None of them wanted to stray too far, for fear of missing their chance at a return.

Fia could not understand it herself. She’d shaken the dust of her birthplace off her heels with relief, and it would give her no sorrow to hear the entire village had burned to the ground. But she could not say as much to people in desperate straits. So she patted her mule’s warm withers and prepared to lead her on once more.

Before Fia could leave the Corrinian encampment, though, something about the lone traveler on the road caught her eye. She could see it was a woman—Caervallin, by her dress and her close-cropped hair. That was a rarity in Honoria, although not unheard of. But as Fia squinted, she recognized that hawkish profile, and the canny gleam in the Caervallin woman’s eye. She’d seen her only a day before, in the audience hall at the castle. Gwylen, she’d been called—a diplomat of some sort, emissary for the Caervallin king.

Suspicion pricked at Fia as she stood behind the shield of her sturdy mule and watched the ambassador dismount and duck into the roadside inn. Surely, Gwylen ought to be on the mountain preparing for the coming negotiations, not down here at a stopping place meant for tradesfolk and peddlers.

“That gray cloak,” Fia said, pointing to where the Corrinians had hung some of their washing over pine branches to dry. “Could I borrow it?”

The Corrinian woman’s eyes narrowed. “Twelve copper carvers and you can keep it.”

Fia pursed her lips. It was nonsense, the Honorian belief that all Corrinians and all those marked by Lyria were gentle and generous folk. If anything, necessity had taught them to drive a harder bargain than anyone else on the Hand. “Eight. I’ve barely got more than that, and I don’t have time for this.”

“Eleven,” the Corrinian woman said staunchly.

“Don’t make me say nine,” Fia warned. “We’ll settle at ten and you know it, so take your coins and give me the cloak.”

Satisfied, the woman brought Fia a patched and faded homespun garment, deep-pocketed and with a voluminous hood.

“I’ll give you another three pennies to watch my mule while I’m across the way, but that’s really all I’ve got,” Fia said, shaking out her coin purse for emphasis. She’d been given an allowance of travel alms by Matria Dolenza—an unexpected wealth to Fia, who’d seldom even held a coin before arriving at Raea’s cloister. Accepting her offer without a word, the Corrinian woman took the mule by its bridle and led it away to graze.

Pulling the cloak about herself, Fia hurried across the road. She covered up any sign of her unmistakable postulant’s kirtle, and drew the hood over her head. Just outside the inn door, she kicked off her shoes, rubbing her feet in the dust. She could at least pass for a pilgrim on her way to Raea’s cloister now, rather than one of Dolenza’s women.

Satisfied with her thin disguise, Fia pushed the inn door open and stood blinking on the threshold of its crowded public room. For a moment she thought she’d lost the ambassador—that Gwylen had gone up to a private meeting place on the second floor—but then she caught a glimpse of a shorn head at a table near the back.

Slowly, Fia skirted the room, keeping close to the walls, and scanning the seated patrons as if she was searching for someone else entirely. She’d only passed three tables when a prosperous-looking merchant in his middle age reached out and dropped a number of coins into her hands.

“For your journey, mother,” he said piously.

Fia pinned the merchant with a glare. “Do I look like your mother?”

“What… no,” the merchant stammered. “Forgive me, I’m unused to seeing pilgrims so young.”

“Oh, is faith a province belonging entirely to the old, then?” Fia asked.

The merchant fumbled with his purse and pulled out two more silver coins, valuable enough that Fia had never seen their like before. “Of course not. My mistake, good sister.”

“I’m not your sister, either, but I thank you for your beneficence,” Fia told him, somewhat mollified by the sudden addition to her nonexistent personal finances. “May Blessed Raea smile upon you.”

“Thank you, good sister,” the merchant murmured, and Fia fought the urge to roll her eyes.

Several more patrons offered her alms, though she took them quickly and with less argument. At last, she reached the table just behind the ambassador’s seat and slipped onto an empty bench unnoticed.

Or so Fia thought. The moment she’d settled, Gwylen spoke.

“Don’t turn around, postulant. Stay just where you are—I want a word with you. Pretend to be praying, as you answer me. That pilgrim guise you chose is more useful than you knew.”

“What do you want?” Fia asked gracelessly, placing both hands over her heart in the posture of a petitioner. Prickles of discomfort were rising along the back of her neck. She’d thought herself the master of this encounter, and finding Gwylen had been aware of her all along—indeed, seemed to have sought her out—was unnerving.

“First, there’s a serving girl coming your way,” Gwylen said. “Order the lamb stew from her. The lentils are burned—mine are barely palatable.”

The serving girl, a pretty young woman with chestnut hair and an open smile, took Fia’s terse order with good humor that never faltered. Lamb stew, cider, and a roll of bread, and Fia thanked those who’d offered her money as a pilgrim for that. If she’d not stopped and been taken for one, she’d have had to forage from the roadsides on her way back to the cloister, though the Solis Plains offered a veritable banquet to penniless travelers.

When the serving girl left, Gwylen spoke again.

“You know the Honorian queen. Tell me how.”

“We met when we were younger,” Fia said cagily, unwilling to give any information to an agent of Afon’s. “Where and how is no business of yours.”

“The Corrinian meadows,” Gwylen answered. “Seven years back. You both served the wounded and dying among the hospital tents there. I saw you once, when you visited Silith’s women at their work. We all talked about you—brought down from the mountains by Raea’s will.”

Fia bristled. “Why ask a question you know the answer to?”

“To sort you out,” Gwylen said. “To determine how trustworthy and how trusting you are. To discern what it is Dolenza sees in you.”

A small disdainful sound escaped Fia. “Nothing worthy of a soria, at least so far. She’s holding my daughter hostage until I can prove my worth.”

“An interesting way of putting things,” Gwylen said. “Rather melodramatic. You have the Inver flare for theatrics.”

“There’s not a drop of Inver blood in my veins,” Fia answered. “I’m backward Honorian peasant, all the way down.”

“Also an interesting way of putting things. You have an unusual view of the world, Fiametta Raeana, Nira’s daughter, who grew up in the village above Helvar Pass.”

Gwylen was transparent in her attempts to shock Fia with the breadth of her knowledge, and so Fia doggedly refused to be shocked. The serving girl arrived with a tray of cider and stew, and Fia handed her a silver coin, mumbling something about keeping whatever was left over. The girl flushed and stammered and curtsied three times before hurrying away, eyes shining at her good fortune.

“Do you know what that was worth?” Gwylen asked curiously as Fia tore her roll in half and sopped up stew, stuffing her mouth full with a contented sigh. The cloister was the only place where she’d ever been certain of her next meal, and life had taught her to enjoy each one as if it might be the last for a long while.

“No,” Fia said around an enormous bite of bread. “I’d never even held a coin besides a penny until Dolenza gave me my travel alms. We had next to nothing in my village, and traded with what little we did have.”

“You could have bought a horse with that coin. Not a broken-down one, a fine-blooded mount. Do you wish to get it back?” Gwylen’s voice was alive with curiosity, and Fia felt rather like a coney being stalked by a mountain cat.

“No,” she said flatly. “What would I do with a horse? I’m sure the girl will put what she got to good use. I’d only have tithed it to Raea once I’d found out what it was worth, anyhow. I don’t like to be weighed down with things. You can’t be troubled by the loss of what you never had in the first place.”

“What about your daughter?” Gwylen pressed. “Is it a relief to be unencumbered by her?”

Fia twisted in her seat, furious. “Don’t you speak of my Miriel. I’d flay myself alive if she needed me to. I’m only here because I want a safe place for her to grow.”

“Turn back to your meal,” Gwylen said coolly. “Act as if you were stung by a wasp. There are two guards watching us, in the south corner. Watching me, I should say—Caervallin travelers in Honoria are few and far between. Better we don’t let them know this conversation is happening, or they’ll stop you on your way out, and ask some very pointed questions.”

“I’d have nothing to tell them,” Fia sulked. “Just that a servant of Afon Caervallin wanted to have an unpleasant chat about my personal life.”

“You are a beetle,” Gwylen said with amusement. “I can see why Dolenza is testing you so scrupulously before offering you a place.”

“A beetle?” Fia sputtered, nearly choking on her cider. “I am not.”

“Yes, you are. We’ve got ones with spines that live in the Caervallin forests. If you prick your finger on them, your whole hand swells up for three days. Looks terrible, and makes you very awkward, but it doesn’t hurt too badly and does no lasting damage.”

Although the lamb stew was excellent, Fia had begun to lose patience with this odd interview. “I’m halfway through this bowl,” she warned. “When it’s finished, I’m walking out. So you’ve got until then to say whatever you mean to. I don’t think you’ve quite come to the point yet, unless you rode all this way to tell me I remind you of an insect.”

“Of course not. I’m here to tell you that there’s a small party of Orden Inver’s handpicked men camped in a clearing just south of Craygyllen, the Caervallin capital. They’re half a mile east of the southern crossroads. Is all that clear? Could you repeat it, if needed?”

“Orden’s men, half a mile east of the crossroads, south of Craygyllen,” Fia said.

“Good. These men are meant to be ghosts. The sort who leave no trace, who cannot be identified, who carry out quiet work on behalf of their king. They’ve been sent to assassinate Afon Caervallin as he travels home from these pointless peace talks. Orden means to win his new war before he even begins it.”

Fia felt a strange joy as her mind stretched to take in the implications of everything Gwylen said. She’d had the same sensation at the cloister, while sorting out the nuances of Dolenza’s business and politicking. The webs between people, their connections and intentions and passions, all seemed like strings to Fia, to be plucked at will, resulting in harmony or discord depending on the ability of their player.

“What do you have to say to that?” Gwylen asked.

“I’d say good for Orden Inver,” Fia said, “though I never thought I’d put those words together. If Orden hadn’t called for war, Afon would have eventually. That’s a neat solution to your king as a problem. I’m only surprised Orden would do it—an outright war means he could annex most if not all of Caervallion, and make Corrin a protectorate at least, caught between his holdings. This is tidier, more peaceful, but… well, it’s less Inver, isn’t it? Also, why are you telling me any of this?”

Gwylen was silent for a moment. Then, “Orden’s men will fail. When Afon learns who they are—and he will, regardless of their training, because I have seen him torture prisoners who believed themselves unbreakable before—he will begin this next war at once, striking Honoria when it is least expected. Or perhaps he will strike Corrin first, knowing how it would hurt Ariana, and therefore Orden as well. He is a vicious man, Fia, wildly inventive in how he wounds those who wrong him. At present, he is content to wait and let Orden start any conflict, knowing that it brings him favor in Gileta’s eyes, and the potential for new ties and trade with Song Royale. But if he believes that Orden is already trying for his life, I will not be able to convince him to exercise restraint.”

Fia scowled down at the last of her lamb stew, suddenly uninterested in what was left of the food. “How will Afon know all this? How will Orden’s men fail? And again, why are you telling me?”

“Orden’s men will fail because I have tried to kill Afon Caervallin twenty-seven times as of this summer. He’s unaware of who was behind the attempts, and yet each one has failed, some through the most bizarre twists of fate and circumstance. I have no choice but to acknowledge that the Beloved Three are preserving his life, even as I use my position to undermine his crueler orders whenever possible.”

“I don’t believe you,” Fia said. “A goddess mark doesn’t make you honest, or prevent you from being a traitor to your people. Afon brought you here over anyone else. He obviously trusts you. Relies on you. That must come from somewhere.”

“Yes, of course,” Gwylen owned. “I do things for Afon that I never would have dreamed of, because it enables me to prevent other, worse actions. I believe you know someone in a similar position.”

Begrudgingly, Fia thought of Ariana, who had been a matchless soria and now sat at Orden Inver’s side, deftly playing those skeins of passion and intent that stretched from person to person across Honoria and the Hand.

“Fia,” Gwylen said in deadly earnest. “I swear to you by my mark that I come to you honestly, and in pursuit of peace. If I have misled you in any way, or acted in any manner other than one that honors the pacific heart of our goddesses, may Silith strike me dead. But I need you to warn Ariana of this, and to tell her she must find a way to dispose of Orden’s men before Afon returns home after the council. This has to be done quietly, without the involvement of kings.”

“Then do it yourself,” Fia said brusquely, tears pricking at the back of her eyes as she thought of the cloister, so tantalizingly close and yet so far beyond her reach. Miriel was waiting for her; Ariana was worn to a thread; why should either of them pay the price for this particular matter of state? “Isn’t that why you serve Afon in the first place?”

“I can’t.” Gwylen’s admission came out strained. “Anyone who might be able to manage the matter for me is engaged elsewhere. And it is no small thing, to bloodlessly remove an entire troupe of trained assassins.”

“How is Ariana to manage it, when you can’t?” Fia asked. She could hear the desperation in Gwylen’s voice when the ambassador answered.

“I don’t know. But sooner or later, she always finds a way.”

“Why can’t you tell her this yourself?”

Fia was growing belligerent, as the homegoing she had longed for slipped from her grasp. Gwylen met it with irritation.

“Because it would be dangerous for either of us to be seen speaking to each other privately. You are best placed to carry the message without suspicion, and what’s more, I think Honoria’s queen needs you by her side. So I’m giving you a reason to return. You can, of course, refuse me, if your conscience is clear. If you feel you can go back to Raea’s cloister and take up a soria’s role there, and never think of Ariana Inver with regret.”

Abruptly, Fia stood. With tension singing in every line of her, she stalked out of the stuffy, hot interior of the inn and into the cooler outdoor air, not stopping until the shadows of the encroaching forest hid her from view. Then she balled her hands into fists and rested her forehead against the rough bark of a stone pine.

“I don’t want this,” Fia muttered to Raea. “I won’t go back. I have somewhere else to be.”

But as she spoke, chatter from the Corrinian encampment across the roadway drifted through the trees. Fia could see the woman she’d left her mule with ladling thin soup from a pot, feeding the children first, and then the elderly. At last the Corrinian woman herself sat down without a bowl, for there’d been nothing left. The sight bit at Fia’s conscience—she’d gone to sleep with hunger gnawing at her insides many a time during childhood, and then on the long road from her village to the plains. But she’d had an end in mind on that last journey, at least—a clear destination, and a sanctuary. This family had none of that. There was only uncertainty before them, and the vain hope that perhaps someday, the homeland that was unable to sustain them would become a safe haven again.

If Fia could do even a bit of good on the Hand, if she could lessen the privation of those who suffered there by even a fraction, who was she to refuse? With her heart heavy in her chest, she collected her shoes from near the inn door and crossed the roadway to where the Corrinians sat. The woman Fia had spoken to before glanced up with a stricken look.

“I’m so sorry, I thought you’d be longer—have you had something to eat? I wish we could ask you to sit and share what we’ve got, but there’s nothing left.”

“No, no, it’s all right,” Fia said. “I’ve got to be going—there’s someone waiting for me. Thank you for watching my mule, and for the use of the cloak.”

She took the garment off and held it out to the woman, who frowned as she took it.

“You bought this, it’s yours now.”

“I did not, I rented it,” Fia said. “And you drove an awfully hard bargain, at that. Besides which, I need a favor. That mule belongs to Matria Dolenza—I want you to return it to her when you reach the cloister. Tell her Fia sent it back and was unavoidably delayed. The beast is a little lame, but not badly so—nothing a day of easy travel won’t sort out, I should think.”

“If you’re sure,” the Corrinian woman said uncertainly.

“I’m sure, and I’m in a hurry, so I’ll take my leave,” Fia answered. “Keep anything left in those cloak pockets, and may Blessed Raea shine on you.”

Gritting her teeth, she ducked her head and set off up the mountain. She’d left every coin she had in the Corrinian woman’s cloak, and little as she liked to be weighted down with belongings, it felt terribly familiar to be on the road and destitute once more. The only difference was that when she’d left the mountains, Fia had Miriel housed safely within her. Every small movement, every kick and turnabout, had served as a reminder of why she was walking, and what stood to be gained by upending her life. Now, she did not have even that. Now, Fia was traveling away from Miriel once more, and every footstep was like a physical pain.

When she glanced back over her shoulder for one last look at the Corrinians, she found Gwylen standing in the inn doorway, a smile on her sharp and canny face.





XI
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… Such marks appear on the skin almost as burns, but come painlessly to their bearers, nearly always before those bestowed reach the age of their majority. Some few infants are born already marked, but regardless of the age at which the image appears, it is viewed as a calling to faith and service, whether as a layperson or a religious. A goddess-marked soul is considered illuminated by the goddesses forever, and secure in their light and their regard. The only way to sever that bond and shatter that regard is to remove one’s mark with fire or a blade.

—FROM UNDERSTANDING THE RELIGIOUS PRACTICES OF THE HAND: A GUIDE FOR VESPERIN SHADOWS



Ariana woke disoriented in the king’s chambers. Leaving her own wing and seeking his bed for a second time was a dim memory—she was muddle-headed and dizzy and weak. It wasn’t only when she feared some attempt on his life that she sought out Orden’s quarters. A deep, fathomless part of her took over when she was dogged by fear, and brought her to the king, as if Orden was a force who could ward off any danger.

He could not stop her bleeding, though. The sheets and her nightdress were a swath of crimson. Looking at it, and knowing how the court would gossip, Ariana felt terribly alone. For the briefest, tantalizing while, that sense of lostness had abated while Fia was with her. A friendly face in the middle of an alien and enemy court. It would have made all the difference to her, had Fia chosen to stay. The Priest was a comfort, but he could not be kept close as a nurse might be, or a handmaiden.

Beside Ariana, the infant prince made a mewling sound and stretched in his fitful sleep. She had sworn never to put a child to breast again after being parted from Celina, but necessity forced her hand. She’d fed him after finding Fia gone, and brought him with her into Orden’s bed, hardly knowing where she was. Now, pulling the baby closer and letting him nuzzle at her, Ariana’s tears spilled over. She felt the sudden tug and pull of his tiny mouth, the tingle of her body responding, heard the infinitely calming sounds of his breath catching as he swallowed draft after draft of what she had to offer. Every part of Ariana felt bruised as she watched and listened to her fragile son. She could not help seeing Celina, seeing her little star-marked daughter, seeing the blood of babies she’d lost half-formed before them. She looked at that infant boy and found an overlay of ghosts, some living, some dead, but all beyond her reach.

Ariana felt like a ghost herself as she dozed and nursed Honoria’s heir, then stirred with what felt like a supreme effort. She shed her soiled nightdress in favor of a long white shirt of Orden’s, then took the baby in her arms, knowing it was past time to return to the queen’s chambers. The journey did not require her to face the humiliation of a public stair, or even of a servants’ passage. One of Orden’s long study windows could be used as a doorway to an outlook, just large enough for two, which jutted from the face of the mountain. Half the outlook backed onto that window, the other to what seemed like solid stone. But if one knew the right way to touch the rock, a concealed door opened, behind which was a secret stair. It had its egress in the queen’s chambers and was the reason Orden had given Ariana the wing she inhabited. They could come and go as they wished, without the prying eyes of the court witnessing how often or how seldom Ariana and the king sought each other out.

The moonlit night was cold despite the season, and Ariana shivered as she stepped onto the windy lookout, then plunged into the darkness of the secret stair. She did not mind the dark as a rule, but she felt so weak and tremulous that visions of falling or dropping the baby plagued her. She clung to the little prince tightly and sought each downward step with care.

Coming to her own chamber felt like entering another world. A wealth of hot coals still glowed on the hearth, and Ariana welcomed their warmth. She went directly to the fireside, laying the sleeping prince in his bassinet beside it and then washing herself in a basin as best she could, before putting on a fresh pair of padded linen breeches. Instead of changing into one of her own nightdresses, she tied a quilted robe over Orden’s shirt—the fading scent of him on the fabric made her feel a little stronger, a little less afraid.

Ariana settled herself by the hearth with her son and stirred up the coals, adding wood from the basket nearby. In the normal course of things, she was the center around which summer council revolved. Now, it progressed without her, a charade of peace. Ariana wrapped her arms around herself, convinced for a moment that if she let go, she would fall to pieces. And no matter the cost, she must never falter.

The queen stayed just as she was for several long minutes, staring unseeingly at the shut door to her chambers. At last, she drew in a deep breath and gathered her focus.

“You can do this,” she murmured under her breath, because she needed to hear it from someone, and there was no one else. “You can keep on. Get up now, it’s all right.”

Rising, Ariana gathered up her son once more and silently thanked the stars that he’d come into the world an easy, placid baby, happy to eat and sleep and sleep still more. It was no longer late but very early, yet Orden would be at his table—he always was, when the court dined together. Ari found her way to the banquet hall, pointedly ignoring the stares and whispers from courtiers who found her state of undress amusing. She’d known they would, but to put herself in the garb of a queen would have been one task too many. She’d have crumbled under the weight of it.

The hall was a vast, windowless stone room set within the castle’s inner reaches, carved from the mountain’s heart. A hundred ruddy torches lit the chamber, but it was always cool there, thanks to the encompassing rock. Table after table flanked by benches filled the space, but more than half the banqueters had retired already. Some others had retreated to the hearths along the banquet hall’s edges, where they played music or games of chance. Orden sat alone at the high table on a dais at the hall’s far end. Usually he had courtiers he’d singled out for the honor of feasting with him, or the Priest or Lucian, or a guard he’d chosen to elevate. Not tonight. Tonight the king slouched in his chair, staring unseeingly at the cup in his hand.

It was so like the attitude Ariana had only recently fallen into that her heart smote her. He looked worn, her Inver king. When she’d first come to the mountain, he viewed outlasting his courtiers at table as a conquest, and approached it with a fierce and foreign jubilance. Now, he seemed joyless. Ariana hated that—she’d harbored a strange, sacrilegious desire to please him ever since their first meeting. Like an arrow from the string, she crossed the banquet hall and sank to her knees before the king.

“Ari!” Orden’s face lit with straightforward delight, followed by immediate concern. “You ought to be in bed. What did you come down here for?”

“I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I don’t mean to disturb you. And I’m sorry for what happened in the audience hall too—for the blood I offered. I intend to make it up to you.”

“Come here,” Orden said, beckoning to her to join him on the dais.

Ariana did so, and when she was at his side, Orden pushed his ornate chair back and moved to draw her down onto his knee. He often made such displays of affection, and Ariana could never tell if they were the result of impulse or a vain attempt to remind the court of his regard for her.

“No. I’m still bleeding, I won’t risk making a mess of you.” She took a step away from him and dropped into the chair at his side.

“Let me see the boy.” Orden held out his arms, and Ariana handed over their son as tension drained from her. It had been wearing on her unconsciously, knowing there was no one to tend the little prince but her alone.

“We’ll have his naming as soon as the Priest is ready,” Orden said, looking down at his son with a proud smile. “And I know it’s tradition for the king to stand alone before the gods, but I want you with me when I dedicate our son to them. I mislike the way the court speaks of you, and it’s grown worse since you bled before them. Afon said things at our first council session—insinuations about you. Gileta intervened before I could, but I really think we ought to have Lucian kill Afon.”

“You’ve tried,” Ariana pointed out. “Three times now, unless there were other attempts I was not privy to. It never works.”

Would that his gods or her goddesses—whichever might be listening—ensured Afon was as ineffective in any schemes against Orden’s life and throne. The words of Afon’s oath in the cavern sanctuary still resounded in Ariana like echoes of a war drum, and she flinched at their malevolent pulse.

Orden scowled but continued to hold his son gently. “What is the use of having a spymaster and assassin who believes he pulls all the strings at my court and across the Hand, if he cannot even kill one man at my request? I mean to try again. It would save us a war, you know.”

Ariana ignored him. She always did when he became especially Inver. Instead, she reached out and laid a hand on his arm. “Orden.”

“My star. You needn’t worry, I won’t kill Afon here and now. I know he came by your invitation, and that you’d consider it dishonorable if I had him assassinated at what is meant to be a peace talk.”

Ariana thought of the things she’d heard. How on his way to the throne, Orden had poisoned his elder brother and one of his younger sisters, and made a sacrifice of the other. Darias, his father, had been worse by far—Orden had beaten him to death in the city baths, which were fed by hot springs and boasted a private royal wing. She thought, too, of Glora’s words.

He’d never have been so tolerant before you.

Not tolerant enough, it seemed.

“What I should like before leading the army away this autumn and leaving you to govern Inverlyn,” Orden said, shifting the baby from one arm to the other, “is a way to show the court what you mean to me, and to this nation. You are the mother of their future king, after all. Our dynasty will continue because of you. What better opportunity to show them than our son’s naming ceremony?”

“Of course, my lord,” Ariana murmured with her eyes downcast, thinking of the altar of the god of war, of the old stain at its base, of a prisoner shackled to the shrine and fresh blood pouring down it. Her entire soul recoiled even as she gave her consent.

“I know you still cling to some of your old ways.” Orden took her hand in his own and traced slow circles onto her palm with his thumb. The king’s touch sent little shocks through her, like sparks or stars, and she lifted her gaze to his half unwillingly, forever powerless to resist him. “But Ari, I think the time has come. It can’t be put off any longer. For our son, you must make a blood sacrifice. Not of the sort the Priest provides, either—a full sacrifice, before all, at the boy’s naming. Do you have it in you to undertake that?”

Neither of them had ever spoken about the true extent of her faith, and the degree to which she was truly apostate. Orden took whatever she offered—prayers to the hearth goddess, participation in the milder Inver rites, devotion to him and his need for an heir—and viewed it as loyalty. His question was the closest he’d ever come to acknowledging suspicion that she still harbored much of her former faith.

“I don’t…” Ariana hesitated, awash with despair. She felt faint with his touch, and with the odd, disjointed sensation that had come over her as she bled and bled without ceasing. “Orden, I—”

“I know what happened between you and Afon in the sanctuary,” Orden said, and though he spoke sternly, compassion shone in his eyes. “I realize this is not a thing you would undertake lightly. I would not ask it of you if I did not believe it necessary. Afon considers you to be weak, my star. He thinks your strength is a brittle veneer that he may shatter, after which he would tear apart the softness within. You must show him your true nature; what I know you to be. A queen, indomitable. I see it in you, Ari, every day. I saw it for the first time in Corrin when you refused to beg Afon for your own life. I saw it when you came to Inverlyn and offered yourself so gloriously to me. There is fire in your heart. You are relentless in your own way, and I need Honoria and Afon and all the Hand to recognize that too. I cannot cross swords with Caervallion again unless I know you will be held in proper esteem when I leave.”

There. It had arrived—the moment Ariana was waiting for. Here lay her chance to forestall the coming war. Oh, Orden would be disappointed by her refusal to sacrifice, but he would understand and would not hold it against her. Most importantly, fear would keep him home. Fear and the realization that she was not what he had believed her to be. That at her core, she did not burn, but faltered.

He would keep peace in order to defend the frailty of his wife.

The very thought was as unnerving and alien to Ariana as witnessing a blood offering. If she loved anything in Orden, it was his boldness and his strength, no small part of which found root in believing his queen and his Priest were fit matches for his own power. To take that from him would be more than cruel. It would break his conqueror’s heart.

And then, sealing Ariana’s fate, Orden lowered his voice.

“How often have I asked you for something, since that first moment when you offered me a boon?” he murmured. “Not once, Ariana. Understand the importance of this when I say, I am asking you now. If you cannot do this for our child, do it for me. I need to know that if I fall, you will be strong enough without me.”

“Yes.” The word came out a whisper, and Ariana had never hated herself as much as she did in that moment, stretched beyond breaking on the rack that was the love she bore for her husband and her goddess. She saw it all. The knife, the offering, the blood. Anathema to gentle Lyria, and unsanctioned in any way by the Beloved Three. “I will sacrifice for our son, and for his future.”

Orden raised Ariana’s hand to his lips and kissed it fervently as the world spun around her.

“My queen. You put us all to shame.”

It must be done, Ariana told herself. She would spill blood for this family she’d formed through deceit and self-interest, and she would use the goodwill and power it garnered her as she ever had—to work toward the cause of peace. Lyria would not forgive her the means, but Ariana must strive all the harder to ensure her apostasy was in service of a sacred end.

Perhaps it was only fate that she become a knife. Perhaps there had never been a way to avoid this.



The sun was riding low in the summer sky when Matria Serafine appeared at the entrance to the empty hospital tent, where the two kings had been. She took in Ariana, still on her knees, and the small signs of violence that surrounded her.

“Orden Inver commended you to me,” Serafine said, looking like Lyria herself with her long white hair and stark blue eyes. “He warned me to watch over you well—said a soul like yours is a treasure, and that I must be more careful, and see you come to no harm. I have not heard him speak so favorably of any other follower of the Beloved Three. And Afon—he seemed enraged. Not about the war, or the armistice, but by you.”

Ariana nodded. Instinctively, she’d begun to sift through the soil, gathering seeds of meadowstar and tucking them into the pocket of her kirtle.

“I have a task for you,” Matria Serafine said after a stretch of silence. “Something to aid Corrin and to help her recover from this great hurt, while ensuring such a thing does not happen again in our lifetime. I do not place it upon you lightly—it is a difficult obedience.”

“I have sworn everything to Lyria. I see no difference between such a task and my fidelity oath.”

Serafine shook her head. “You don’t understand, child. I would not lay this burden on your shoulders if you were not the only one who may be able to manage it. It will take all from you for a time, and perhaps forever. Your cloister. Your community. Possibly even your life.”

“I do not wish to be a martyr,” Ariana said, and it pained her to admit her own fatal flaw. There was no act of worship or service Serafine could command or the goddess Lyria desire that she did not yearn to perform, save the ending of a life, even if it be her own. “But I do wish to walk fully in Lyria’s light. I wish for all the Hand to do so, and I would die a little every day to see her grace reach us. Is that enough, Matria?”

Serafine inclined her head. “More than enough. And so I will tell you the most zealously guarded secret of our faith. Of how a woman of peerless devotion may rise to the right hand of a blasphemous power, and there pursue the highest service to the Beloved Three. You would be, for a time, the bearer of a role more sacred and hidden than any other the goddesses ordain. A cultellus, a servant graced with Raea’s capacity to heal through bloodshed, Silith’s dispensation to end suffering by any means, and Lyria’s right, by her mercy, to judge.”

Ariana’s heart beat so loud in her ears that it nearly drowned out Serafine’s voice, and her breath came swift and shallow. She realized, in looking at her Matria, the woman who had raised her, that something had fundamentally changed since war came to Corrin. There was a hardness, an implacability in Serafine now, which Ariana had never seen in her before.

“Cultellus? A little knife?”

Once again, Serafine nodded. “Yes, my star. Because even the Beloved Three understand that sometimes peace is purchased with a blade.”

You will make yourself a queen, the Matria had instructed her. It does not matter who you begin with—Orden or Afon. What one has, the other will desire. It is their way. As cultellus, all prohibitions laid out by the Beloved Three will be void for you. You will become veiled by Silith Obscurum—the dark of the moon, in which no action can be seen or judged. If you choose Afon first, you will do away with him and allow Orden to take Caervallion and you along with it. After you have dealt with Orden as well, the house of the sun will rise and assume control of the majority of the Hand. If you choose Orden first, you will cede Honoria to Afon afterward, and when you have finished with him, the daughters of the moon will take the Hand. We would not ask this of anyone else—the task of a cultellus may only pass to a soria whose entire nature is in opposition to the work required, but whose obedience is faultless.

Ariana had agreed. She’d murmured words of assent, allowing herself to receive strange and arcane blessings, and she had gone to Inverlyn, knowing that her Matria was a fool. Whichever king Ariana went to first, he would surely be the death of her. Afon because he would kill her outright, Orden because she had seen Lyria’s light in him, and to extinguish it willingly would mean the destruction of Ariana’s soul.

So Ariana Lyrien entered the Inver capital, ostensibly on divine business, but truly in hope that the king who had saved her once might do so a second time. And oh, he had risen to the occasion with a will. In the presence of Orden’s entire court, Ariana had burned away her mark and made an offering of herself to him, and he had been powerless to resist. He’d given her a crown and a country, his heart and his body, and every day that Ariana spent as his queen, guilt ate away at her.

Orden believed—the Hand believed—that she had turned apostate for love of him. But she had come to him already disobedient, running from the call of her order. Ariana had not made herself a queen because she loved a king. She had done it because she required a shield, and no one else had ever been so for her but Orden Inver. She knew this too: were her defenses any less than an Inver king and an Inver crown, the Beloved Three and the daughters of light would have her obedience sooner or later. She was not strong enough to resist them, and would end a cultellus, to the ruin of her conscience and soul.



Exhausted as she was, Ariana’s body had adjusted and reattuned itself to the tiny boy sleeping within arm’s reach. She woke to the faintest, stealthy noise in the hour after dawn, having only just returned to the queen’s chambers and dozed off after spending the scant hours during which Orden slept, at her king’s side.

“It’s only me,” a terse voice said from the dim recesses of Ariana’s quarters. “Does the baby want feeding?”

“Fia. You’re here.” Ariana sat up at once, and she could not keep the unruly hope she felt from singing through her words. “You came back.”

“I’m back because you have a problem.” Fia materialized from among the shadows and began to speak, low and tense, careful not to wake the prince despite the fraught nature of her news. She settled herself on the bed at Ariana’s side and recounted everything she’d heard on the road home, sparing no detail.

Ariana listened and felt as if her heart was a cold stone inside her chest. She was so tired and could not help but wonder if Afon’s seeming invulnerability was a judgment of the Beloved Three handed down to her, a punishment for using Orden as a shield against the will of her Matria. When she thought of the difficulty at hand, her mind and will faltered and ceased their constant working. There was no one within her sphere of influence who could forestall what was coming. Afon would meet Orden’s failed assassination attempt with aggression. Gileta would be told of it, and steel her resolve to cut off the alliance and trade Honoria so badly needed. Ariana could not go to Orden—it was his plan, after all. She knew his stubbornness. If she spoke of Afon having discovered the men he’d sent, Orden would only move them and try again with the same result. The Priest’s influence did not extend beyond Inverlyn and its inhabitants. Serafine was not the sort to dirty her hands with such an affair, even if she was inclined to help a soria who had so grossly flouted her order.

Ariana was powerless.

When Fia had finished speaking, she turned to the queen with an expectant look.

“Well?” she asked. “What will you do?”

Ariana shook her head. “I don’t know.”

Fia frowned. “You can’t not know. I saw you, when you bled in that audience hall. You were the one moving everybody. They were just pieces that you shifted from here to there. Even in my village, we all thought it odd that Caervallion and Honoria never finished what they started seven years back. But seeing you, I knew why. It’s because you’re here. You’ve been the one stopping it.”

Ariana nodded wordlessly.

“Then stop this too,” Fia said, mulish in her insistence. “I only came back because I thought you could. You told me once you’d die for peace if you had to.”

Ariana had never been able to bear chastisement. It felt especially harsh to be chided in light of all she’d done to maintain peace in Honoria, and everything she was still attempting.

“I have been dying for peace, Fia,” Ariana said, the words low and trembling with passion. “I was a foolish child when I made that claim, and I believed death was a thing that came in an instant. But I’ve been dying for peace, day after day, year after year. Giving up bits of myself along the way. Doing things I’d thought myself incapable of, and placating people that in any other life I’d have found abhorrent. I have kept peace on the Hand, but I despise myself for it. I was raised to believe no outcome can ever justify compromising Lyria’s strictures and expectations. Well, there is precious little I have not compromised. I’ve broken every last requirement of hers, save the final and greatest one.”

For a moment Fia sat motionless, every inch as fierce and strong and righteous as she’d always seemed to Ariana. She’d been a revelation, years ago on the Corrinian plains, appearing from the goddesses only knew where to do the work of a full-fledged soria. Ariana wanted her help and support so badly it hurt, but she would not shackle Fia as she herself had been shackled.

“If you’re dying, then I mean to save you,” Fia said at last, defiantly. “I’ll stand by you, and maybe that will be enough. Maybe the stars and the sun together can do what the stars alone could not.”

“I’m not asking you to stay,” Ariana protested. “I never would. You have your daughter and—”

“Whether you ask or not, here I am. I don’t make any promises as to how long I’ll last, but for now, I’m staying. Surely you don’t think you can change my mind once I’ve made it up?” Fia finished on a near-scornful note, crushing any potential for guilt in Ariana, or pity toward Fia herself for her choice. “Anyway, Miriel’s safe, which is more than I can say for anyone in this wretched castle.”

The postulant shifted, reaching out an arm and gathering Ariana closer so that her firm, upright posture supported the weakened queen. For a time they stayed just so, side by side, pressed together as if courage and strength could be gained through proximity, and it was the closest Ariana Inver had come to feeling at home in seven long years.

Eventually, she let out a breath and dropped her head to rest on Fia’s indomitable shoulder.

“I still don’t know what to do about Orden’s men in Caervallion,” Ariana confessed. “It’s not just that I’m tired—when I think about it, there’s nothing. Not even a way to begin.”

“I know what can be done,” Fia said. “But I wanted to pass it off to you. I wanted it to be your problem, when the trouble is, it’s mine. I don’t like getting tangled up in things, but from the moment I heard Gwylen lay it all out, I’ve known exactly what to do.”





XII

[image: ]


Flame burns timber

And fire shatters stone

But water drowns flame

Even one wave alone

—AN HONORIAN DESERTER’S PASSCODE



As the morning light grew thick and golden the following day, the castle came alive with servants and courtiers and guards, all preparing for the prince’s naming ceremony at the heart of the mountain. Fia fed the child, laid him in Ariana’s arms, and stood looking down at the two of them. Worry gnawed at her—although the queen’s bleeding had slowed somewhat, it still seemed far too much to Fia. Ari was pale as glass, with a persistent grayish cast around her mouth and nail beds. Though Fia had once again begun to work the queen’s middle as she’d been taught, she wished desperately that there was more she could do and cursed her lack of learning.

They sat out on the balcony, for Ariana’s dressers hadn’t arrived yet. The air was warm and still, but not hot or oppressive as it would surely be farther down the mountain, and out on the plains.

“Are you certain you don’t want me to stay for the ceremony?” Fia asked. Since she’d allowed it to take root, the protectiveness she felt toward Ariana had grown into an aggressive thing—a strong-limbed vine, twining around her heart. “I can manage my errand tomorrow just as easily as today.”

“No, better to get it done as quickly as you can.” Ariana rested her head against the high back of her wicker chair and glanced up at Fia. “You’ll never have a chance as good as this, to move around the city without being noticed. Half of Inverlyn will be belowground at the mountain’s heart. There are probably crowds down there already, just waiting.”

“Well, all right.” Fia drew the single strap of a plain linen bag over her shoulder. It looked to contain nothing more than old rags, but hidden within was a fortune, not in gold or silver, which were too heavy and conspicuous, but in jewels. The two women had passed a congenial hour that morning, painstakingly prying gemstones from bracelets and rings and coronets. They’d left the gaudier, more distinctive pieces, and chosen only the smaller, unrecognizable gems—emeralds and sapphires the size of quails’ eggs, pearls that gleamed like Silith herself, little diamonds that sparked with white fire. Everything was set in the Vesperin style, and Fia had no idea of the jewels’ worth. Monumental, she assumed.

So she stood on the queen’s balcony, laden with more riches than she’d ever carried before or likely would again. Ariana’s face, tilted up toward her, had nothing of suspicion in it, and Fia wondered at that. She’d left Inverlyn once already without a word of warning, even knowing her departure would cause trouble, and today Ariana had given her an untraceable fortune and her blessing to temporarily vanish. The light of that trust was like the noon sun to Fia, a force which could just as easily give life or burn.

As if she knew it, Ariana smiled. It was a haunted smile, beneath which the queen’s constant fear lurked.

“Come back to me quickly,” she said, with an attempt at easiness. “I want to know how you fare. And the naming ceremony will be… difficult, in a number of ways. I need someone on my side, Fia. I need your help.”

For a moment, Fia said nothing. She wanted to tell Ariana not to depend on her. Not to expect her presence. But a small, anguished part of her was beginning to want to stay, as well. To be the bulwark this troubled daughter of stars required. It felt like treason of the soul even to acknowledge it. As if the slightest hint of conflict was a betrayal of Miriel, and the freedom Fia had spent the most difficult days of her pregnancy walking toward.

“I’ll do what I can,” she answered, and though the words came out a little terse, Ariana seemed not to notice.

“Good,” the queen said. “That’s all any of us have to offer. May the sun guide you on your errand, Fiametta Raeana.”

“May Lyria light your path,” Fia replied mechanically, before realizing that she ought not to have said it. According to tradition, Ariana was unable to receive the star goddess’s notice, but Fia couldn’t help feeling that was wrong. Never had she sensed the presence of gentle, luminous Lyria so strongly as in the Inver queen. Ariana did not seem to notice the slip, and Fia suspected old habits, bred in Ari by a lifetime at the cloister of the stars, died very hard.

Beyond the quiet sanctuary of Ariana’s rooms, the Invers’ castle swarmed with people—courtiers lazily fanning themselves and gossiping in the corridors, staff appearing and disappearing through unmarked servants’ doorways. The atmosphere was giddy, the air thick with anticipation, and from what Fia could hear, the Invers were as eager to see Afon again as they were to view their newborn prince. She strode carelessly through the clusters and knots of celebrants, heart beating faster in her chest at the thought of the jewels tucked away in her shoulder bag, but no one paid her any mind, bent as they were on discussing the warrior king and how he’d clashed with their star-bred queen.

At last, Fia was out into the courtyard before the front gate, with trills of courtiers’ laughter washing over her like water over rock. Then through the gate, where the city by contrast seemed unnaturally quiet. Even the common folk of Inverlyn were welcome to attend the little prince’s naming ceremony, or so Ariana had told Fia. The better-attended the festivities and more lavish the celebration, the greater the display of Inver might, and Orden especially wanted to make a show of power just now. The result was that the hairpin streets and looming buildings beyond the castle proper seemed all but abandoned, with only an occasional city resident or guard passing Fia as she went on her way. It was a stark contrast to the flurried life within the castle itself, and Fia couldn’t help but shiver and stick a little more closely to the shadows cast by the low afternoon sun.

Her path led past the castle laundry and into a ramshackle, out-at-the-elbows section of Inverlyn, where the alleyways smelled of manure and there were more stragglers out in the streets than in the better-kept parts of town. Still, their talk was of Afon—his armor, his posture, his temperament, his resemblance to the Invers who ruled of old. It was clear to Fia now why Afon had answered Ariana’s invitation. The man obviously had no interest in peace, but he must have understood with his animal cunning that the Invers would be impressed by him, and that he could make inroads in the public’s opinion, even if the council ended in a stalemate. Orden, Fia thought grimly, had better watch his back and his throne even more carefully than usual.

As she neared her destination, she cast about for a public privy. You were never far from one in Inverlyn, though they were stinking and unpleasant places. At last, a narrow, cramped shed caught Fia’s eye. There were cracks in the loose boards it was built of, but it would afford the scant privacy she needed. Ducking inside, she slipped off her shoulder bag.

Bundled above the clandestine wealth of gems was an old riding habit of Ariana’s. Skinning out of her kirtle, Fia wrestled the garment on, muttering a breathless curse at the tight fit of it. The separate bodice was too small in the chest and the waist, and wouldn’t lace properly up the front, besides which the split skirt was a good six inches too short. The thing had wrinkled terribly in Fia’s bag, and there were loose threads where she’d torn off the gold-braided trim and buttons earlier.

All in all, it gave the effect she wanted—of being nothing, and no one, a luckless young woman clad in someone else’s castoffs.

When she’d finished, Fia stuffed her kirtle into the shoulder bag, removing the metal tool she and Ariana had used to pry gemstones from the queen’s treasures. This time, the clamps served a more utilitarian purpose—Fia pulled the nails from two loose boards at the back of the privy, leaving just enough room for her to slip through the gap and ghost down a narrow, overshadowed alley.

If anyone had been following her, they’d be left looking at the resolutely locked door of an empty privy.

Mussing her sleek braid for good measure as she continued on her way, Fia felt suddenly invisible—of a piece with the city around her. That pleased her, and she smiled a small, hungry smile.

By and by, she came to a part of Inverlyn that wasn’t so much seedy as near abandoned. Old chandleries and apothecaries and wheelwright shops stood empty, ivy growing in their glassless windows and dust drifting thick over the interiors, which were all in disarray. The stones in the roadway had been pried up in places, presumably to be put to use elsewhere, and grass waved green and uncut in the gaps.

Fia had first heard of Inverlyn’s faithful district back in the mountains. She’d been told how the Invers, when they conquered Silith’s cloister, confined everyone who refused to swear fealty to their gods to a single city district. Rather than killing its residents, they kept them set apart, shunning and making life difficult for them in a hundred small ways. Extra taxes. Restrictions on business hours. On what they could or could not sell. Where they could or could not go. The condition for returning to the life the rest of the city led was simple: abandon Silith or Lyria and swear loyalty to Raea or the Inver gods.

Most left, choosing allegiance to Raea and moving to the plains, while others fled to Song Royale or Corrin. Some decided to swear the Inver oaths and keep their worship of the Three secret. But a few stayed, stubbornly, and tightened their belts. It had been generations since the Invers’ rise, and there was still an occasional building in the faithful district with curtains at the upper windows, and shadowy figures working in the gloom.

“Foolish,” Fia muttered under her breath as she walked past a row of ghost houses. “A place fit for pride and empty stomachs and not much else.”

But when she passed a rare figure on the streets, she drew close and palmed a token so that they might see it. A small circle of metal, imprinted with the emblem of a drowning flame. Several looked away, their faces becoming stern and closed off. Once, she was nodded eastward, and at last, an old man muttered to her beneath his breath. “Two streets over. The old foundry.”

Following his instructions, Fia located the building. It was squat and rambling, out at the elbows and with thick dirt smearing what glass was left in its window frames. Critically, Fia eyed the roofline above her, examining the slate tiles missing from it, searching for a familiar pattern. Satisfied with what she found, she pushed forward.

The foundry’s heavy door groaned open on unoiled hinges, revealing a cavernous, damp space filled with the sounds and smell of roosting pigeons. All around the walls, old bellows and crucibles and scrap metal had been piled, creating monstrous shapes among the shadows. The whole place seemed empty. Derelict and devoid of purpose.

But then again, it was meant to.

Warier now, Fia picked her way across the foundry floor. Her nerves jangled at the prospect of what was to come, but she moved on doggedly. At the room’s far end, there was another door, and as she set her hand to the latch, Fia thought she heard a faint noise from the other side. But when the latch lifted and the door swung open, the space beyond was a lightless pit.

Swallowing, Fia wiped her damp palms against Ariana’s too-short skirts. Of course it was dark. Of course. It threw her back to childhood, and she could already hear the way the door would slam shut if she took a step forward, feel the futility of beating her fists against it as it locked. She’d be alone and helpless—left with gnawing thirst and hunger, surrounded by the scent of her own waste and the awareness of her siblings’ lifeless bodies, but none of that worse than the presence of the dark, which seemed like a living and malicious thing.

With a sickening sense of inevitability, Fia crossed the threshold.

Just as she’d feared, there came a resounding crack of noise as the door shut. But this was not history repeating itself—there was something new here. She was not alone.

A lean, muscled arm pinned her fast to the bulk of someone else’s body, as the cool steel of a knife’s edge kissed her throat.

“Raea’s light, Fia, give me one reason not to kill you where you stand,” a furious, familiar voice said.

The knife’s contact grew insistent, and its razor tip pierced Fia’s skin. She could feel a thin trickle of blood and fought the urge to dab at it with her sleeve so that the blood could be soaked out later and offered to Raea.

“Hello, Nikolau,” she answered evenly, balling her hands into fists to hide how panic made them tremble. “It’s been a while.”

Tension sang through the darkness, finally broken by the small, sharp sound of a patch box striking sparks to tinder. Light flared. A flame caught. And Fia found herself in a windowless storeroom surrounded by empty shelves and half a dozen weatherbeaten men, every one of them armed and on edge. She recognized a few of them, though the venom in their gazes was new.

“I have a proposition for you,” Fia went on, with Nikolau still behind her, his knife still at her throat. “I swear by my mark and by Raea herself, hearing me out will be worth your time.”

After a moment, Fia felt him nod to the others. Her pulse slowed by a scant fraction.

“Leave,” Nikolau ordered. “I’ll deal with this.”

“But what if she’s sold us out, like before?” one of the men protested. “We ought to—”

“Leave,” Nikolau repeated, sharper this time. “Everyone keep to the back of the foundry, except Adrin, who’ll watch the front. If he sees anything—anything—untoward, he’ll signal and we all disappear. Good enough?”

Though there was some ill-tempered grumbling, the room cleared. The door opened, and shut once more, closing Fia in. Though she had the torchlight this time to bolster her, she was scarcely less afraid when Nikolau let her go and moved to sit at a small table.

“Well,” he said scornfully, setting the knife down before him and stretching out his legs to their full length. “You have my attention, Fia, if not an ounce of my trust. What could possibly be urgent enough to make you come crawling back to me?”

Fia looked him up and down. He was, in many ways, just as she remembered. Same blistering air of self-confidence. Same golden hair and lean, muscled body. Same far-seeing cobalt gaze and wind-burnt skin.

The only difference was that once, he’d looked at her as if the sun rose and set at her command. Now, when Fia met his eyes, there was nothing but bitterness behind them. Nikolau despised her, and Fia knew him well enough to understand that she might never undo that change. Once, when Nikolau of Vesper had looked at Fia, there’d been want and admiration and loyalty in his gaze. Now, there was only suspicion.

“I require the help of Honoria’s deserters,” Fia said, coming straight to the point. Nikolau had a great distaste for formalities—she was better off airing her intentions at once. “And all of you, though you’re not aware of it yet, require my help as well. I’m sure you’ve heard that Orden means to go to war with Caervallion come autumn. If he does, there will be a great deal of trouble for your people. The pursuit of those who’ve sought to avoid the king’s pressers will grow far more determined, and the ranks of those unwillingly pressed into service will swell like never before. You will be overrun by people wanting your help, Nikolau, and plagued constantly by others who wish you dead. I don’t like your chances, if war breaks out on the Hand.”

Nikolau watched her closely, twining his hands together behind his head. “Since when have you ever been concerned about trouble coming to my people, rather than your own interests? What game is this you’re playing, Fia? Is there a contingent of guards waiting in the shadows outside, until you signal that they’re able to lay hands on me? They nearly managed to keep me in custody last time—what a triumph it would be for Orden, to finally decorate his walls with my head on a spike. I suppose he’d pay you handsomely for bringing the figurehead of his country’s most shameful faction to justice.”

Fia let out a frustrated sound. “Don’t be such a fool, Nikolau. I took every precaution in coming here. And what happened in the mountains—I didn’t want any of it. I’m not the one who sold you out.”

“No, you swore up and down it was your mother. But without you, she’d never have known where to find us. You know Axom is dead? So are Morin and Bastinet. By the Three, Fia, Ander was killed in that raid. Your own brother.”

Fia shut her eyes tight, blocking out the little storeroom and the disdain on Nikolau’s face. She could see Ander as she remembered him—a laughing boy, who’d made the best of their mountain life, and who’d been proud to join Nikolau’s network of deserters. He’d died without knowing that Fia bought him his place there, through her hard-won knowledge of the harsh land they lived upon and the comforts of her body.

“I know Ander was killed,” Fia murmured. “The pressers brought him home in four pieces and nailed them up at the village crossroads. I’m sorry about the others.”

“They’d all be alive if it wasn’t for you,” Nikolau said viciously. “If you’d kept your word, none of it would have happened. I’ll never forgive that, Fia. You know what it means to me, to be able to safeguard the people in my care. I put some of them in danger for your sake, and they died because I was mistaken about you. Everything that happened to me pales in comparison to those deaths.”

Fia’s eyes flew open, and she fixed Nikolau with a piercing look. “Everything that happened to you? Did the pressers hurt you?”

He met her gaze with a withering stare. “Of course they did. But as you see, I came out alive and in one piece. I always do. You always do. That’s the only thing the two of us share anymore—a talent for survival.”

Nikolau said it as if the possession of that attribute was a terrible failing. Once, it had been something they joked over darkly together—that he’d lived through a childhood as difficult as Fia’s own, through being raised and shaped for the express purpose of clandestine service in Honoria, through years of determined pursuit by Honoria’s pressers. And that Fia had lived when all her siblings save Ander had died, surviving her mother’s cruelty and the privations of mountain life. It had been fate, Nikolau insisted, that kept the two of them alive. Fate that meant them to be together.

He’d been so certain. Fia was less sure, but she never spoke of her hesitance. She’d been starving for power back then, and for kindness and care. Nikolau had, in his own way, treated her like a queen. Been willing to take any risk for her.

It wasn’t until the very end that Fia learned she wasn’t willing to risk as much for him.

Settling herself at the table across from Nikolau, Fia let out a long breath.

“I’m sorry,” she said again. “I will always be sorry for how things happened between us. I had meant to finally come away with you until the last moment, and then I found I couldn’t do it. I’d have gone from one existence marked by hardship and trouble, to another plagued by the same evils in different guises. I wanted more than that, Nikolau. I wanted better.”

“If you’d come, I would have been there,” Nikolau said adamantly. “I’d have been a shield for you, if you’d let me.”

“It wasn’t enough,” Fia said. Even now, it hurt her to tell him the truth. But she wouldn’t lie. He deserved to know who she was, at her core. “I couldn’t do it. Couldn’t lean on you like that. I don’t—I’m not one for depending on or trusting people. And in your world, living at the edges, constantly having to move about to stay clear of the pressers, trust and each other are all you have. But I didn’t sell you out, either. You know me better than that. It was Nira who did it, and I only learned the truth when I went home from grieving over Ander’s body and found her gloating.”

“What part of the spoils went to you, when you learned what she’d done?” Nikolau asked. “What pay did you earn, by being the weakness that allowed for our capture?”

Fia drew herself up in her chair, tall and proud and reproachful. “I earned the road. I left the mountains that same day. With nothing and no one, I set out walking, and believe me, there were times when I thought the road would kill me. It felt like penance, though, for everything that had happened.”

“And now?” Nikolau pressed. “Have you found what you’re looking for? Something more than me? Something better?”

“I’m a postulant at Raea’s cloister,” Fia said. “Soon I’ll make my fidelity oath.”

Nikolau’s mouth twisted, half in humor, half in a grimace. “I should’ve known. You have the ruthlessness Raea’s women need.”

Fia looked at him, and for the first time since Miriel had been born, she felt no anger. Only sorrow, and weariness without end. Because she had not considered herself ruthless when she was with him. She’d been softer for Nikolau than for anyone else. Still practical, yes, and bent on her own best interests, but she’d had to be. She’d never have lived so long in the mountains, as the recipient of Nira’s tender mercies, had she not been. And while she’d known she wasn’t entirely what Nikolau wished her to be, he’d been so insistent that she might become so, she’d half believed him. She’d let him convince her, by and by, that she loved him, when what she loved was influence and comfort and kindness.

“Nikolau,” Fia said quietly. “You’re in trouble. I’m in trouble. And whatever’s gone on between us, we need each other at the moment.”

A part of her was afraid he’d refuse to listen and turn her aside. But instead, Nikolau straightened. He dropped his hands down from behind his head and leaned forward.

“Tell me.”

In a clear voice, Fia laid out all she’d heard Gwylen speak of. Orden’s plan to assassinate Afon, and the fact that it would fail. The toll another war would take on the Hand. The certainty that the discovery of Orden’s men would precipitate that war before Honoria was truly ready.

“So, if you think the pressers are making your life difficult now, scouring the mountains and forests and hill country for deserters because Orden requires troops in Vesper,” Fia concluded, “they will be ten times more relentless once there’s fighting here on the Hand as well.”

Nikolau sat for a time, lost in thought.

“While I appreciate the warning,” he said at last, “I fail to see what I’m meant to do about all this, now I know it’s coming.”

“How many press gangs have you spirited away as if they never were? Sometimes they were found broken at the bottom of a mountain. Sometimes they woke halfway across the country with splitting heads and no memory of what they’d been doing, or even their own names. Always, the places they were bent on pillaging for cannon fodder went unmolested afterward. Nikolau, you and your people are better at making problems vanish than anyone else in Honoria. I would know—I made my share of them vanish along with you.”

“My people, as you call them, are in my care because they want to avoid Honoria’s politics and warmongering. We aren’t some band of sell-swords you can hire for your own convenience.”

“Don’t be patronizing,” Fia said. “I know you’ve hired out to merchants and cloisters and even Inver lordlings you thought might sympathize with your cause. What you object to is working for me.”

Nikolau eyed her narrowly. “Yes, I do. The Fia I knew looked after herself and no one else. I couldn’t even bring you to truly care for me, yet now you’re concerned with the fate of nations?”

“It doesn’t matter why I’m involved,” Fia said brusquely. “What matters is that you’re always looking for ways to feed your deserters, and I can pay for this service. You’ve never turned aside an offer of patronage before as long as the coin was good. I see no reason for you to start with me. Especially when I’ve more than coin to spend.”

Setting her shoulder bag down on the table, she removed her folded kirtle carelessly, revealing the wealth of gems that lay beneath. They glistened in the torchlight, and Nikolau drew in a quick breath.

“Where did you—”

“It. Doesn’t. Matter,” Fia repeated. “But in exchange for a few weeks of your time, and the service of a handpicked group of your people, you’ll be able to feed the whole lot of them for a year. Seems a decent trade, doesn’t it?”

Nikolau’s expression grew hard and closed off, any softness or surprise hidden behind a sudden wall. “Did it not occur to you that I’d find this entire conversation deeply suspicious? You’ve betrayed my trust once. Now you’re in possession of an inexplicable fortune, knowing information you can’t possibly have come by alone, and you want to help? I don’t make a habit of walking into situations that look like traps, Fia. And I already played the fool over you once. I don’t intend to do so again.”

“What can I say to convince you?” Fia asked. “I won’t give up the name of the individual I’m acting for. All I can offer is the assurance that they’re among the most faithful of the children of the Beloved Three.”

Nikolau scoffed. “The daughters of light don’t commission private assassins.”

“The daughters of light strive for peace at any cost,” Fia shot back. “Better a little trouble today and a scattering of bloodshed, than a war tomorrow and the red tide battle brings.”

“You said you’re a postulant now?” Nikolau asked. Fia could see his mind working over the problem and coming to the likeliest conclusion. Dolenza. Always in want of security, Fia had become a loyal emissary of the Matria, in exchange for the protection her cloister could afford.

He wasn’t entirely right, but neither was he wholly wrong.

“Yes.”

Nikolau shook his head. “No. No, Fia. I won’t do this. Not with you, not again. There’s no possible incentive you could offer—”

And Fia knew what would come next, even as every piece of her rebelled against it. She’d hoped against hope that Nikolau’s desire to protect the deserters and maintain balance on the Hand would be enough to convince him to do as she asked. But he was stubborn and headstrong and valued connections—the ties that bound one person to another—more than any jewel or coin in Honoria. The strength of those bonds made him wary and cautious, just as she was.

Only a connection he felt was of equal or greater value could induce him to risk the bindings of loyalty he already bore.

So Fia swallowed back futile anger, this time directed at herself. She straightened her shoulders and met Nikolau’s eyes.

“You want to know why I’ve come to you,” she said quietly. “Why I’ve tangled myself up in all this, when before I only cared for my own interests. It’s a fair question. Because I’m not here solely on my own behalf. I wouldn’t have involved myself in any of this if it weren’t for…”

Fia stopped. She couldn’t bring herself to say Miriel’s name—to do so would choke her.

“There’s a child,” she breathed. “Mine. My daughter, safe at Raea’s cloister. I want a better world for her than the one we’ve been handed.”

When Nikolau spoke, there was an urgency in his voice Fia had never heard there before. “Am I—?”

She nodded. “Yes. Of course. I was never with anyone else after meeting you. I know your home in Vesper was razed. Know there’s no one else left of your blood. Well, not anymore. I told you when we first met that I’d drown your loneliness, Nikolau, and the goddesses saw to it I spoke the truth.”

Nikolau sat back in his chair and ran a hand over his face. Shock had written itself across every line of him, and the look he gave her was half beseeching. “You wouldn’t lie about this? Because I swear to Raea, Fia, if you’re deceiving me, I’ll cut that wicked tongue out of your mouth.”

In answer, Fia stood. She unlaced the ill-fitting vest of Ariana’s cast-off riding habit and lifted the linen blouse underneath. The soft flesh of her belly was looser now, etched with a tracery of telltale silver marks—sunlines, the sorias called them, a gift from Raea herself—and even the supportive bindings she wore between feeding the prince could not hide how her breasts had swollen.

Nikolau was not so ignorant of women’s ways that he could fail to recognize what had happened to her. She’d brought life into the world and been irrevocably changed by it.

“I will let you see her,” Fia said, lacing up her vest once more. “On the condition that you do as I ask. Take what I’ve brought for payment and feed your people with it, but first I need two dozen of your finest, those best fit to carry out the most covert of actions. You cannot leave too soon—tonight would be best. When you return, and your task is done, come to the cloister. Then I’ll show you my Miriel.”

The bitterness Fia had seen in Nikolau before was nothing compared to the contempt radiating from him now. “You would bargain with our child?”

“With my child,” Fia said, and there was steel in the words. “Yes, I would, though I don’t expect you to understand. I do expect you to do as I ask, though. Afterward you may see Miriel once or twice a year, on the condition that she not be told who you are. It’s a capital offense, colluding with deserters, and I won’t put her in danger.”

“You’re a witch,” Nikolau spat, and Fia nodded.

“Yes. And I will have my way in this, as always.”

For what seemed a very long time, Nikolau only looked at her. Fia did not falter beneath his gaze, remaining motionless, expressionless, set in her purpose.

“Very well,” Nikolau said at last, spreading his hands wide in a mocking gesture. “I’m yours to command. You have your sell-swords.”

“Good,” Fia said curtly, bundling up her kirtle under one arm and leaving the shoulder bag of gemstones. “Remember, you leave no later than tonight. Hurry on the road. And I want to hear nothing of this—not so much as a whispered rumor that there was some skirmish to the south of Caervallion’s capital. I want this trouble dealt with so neatly, it’s as if it never arose in the first place.”

“And I want to see the child, no later than harvest time,” Nikolau warned her.

“Done,” Fia said. “Our bargain’s struck. May Raea bear witness to it.”

“May Raea bear witness to it,” Nikolau echoed, sealing the arrangement between them.

“One more thing.” Fia spoke abruptly, knowing she was pushing harder than she ought to, but unable to keep from making another petition. “You were a student of the body in Vesper, before you came to Honoria. You spoke of it often—of how most things, you were forced to learn. Honorian, covertcy, the habits of my people. But medicine was your choice. I need a physician’s knowledge of how to stop a flow of blood that’s refusing to end.”

The way Fia phrased her request was a reminder of how Nikolau had referred to her when they were together. I am a student of your body, he’d said, a servant of your blood. The way he’d spoken the words, meaningfully, she always thought they must be some Vesperin turn of phrase for a lover, or a line of poetry, perhaps. But she’d been singularly incurious about him when their lives intertwined, and it was too late to ask such questions now.

Nikolau’s gaze snapped to hers, and there was the same raw worry in it she’d shown at the idea of pressers harming him. “Your blood? From the child? She must be, what, half a year old? It’s been far too long for you to still bleed.”

Fia shook her head. “No. My concern is for a friend. This is personal, mind, not part of our other business. But she’ll die of her bleeding if it’s not staunched soon, I think.”

Nikolau ran a hand across his face again. “I learned only the most rudimentary things before I left Vesper, and I would hardly call it medicine. They always intended me to be a taker of life—most of the knowledge I was allowed was of how to harm, not to heal. Understanding of what can be cut or crushed or poisoned in order to kill swiftly.”

“And I’ve told you before, healing is only killing worked backward,” Fia said stubbornly. “Please. Vesper is so far ahead of Honoria in such pursuits, and I promise you, this is a life worth saving.”

Nikolau relented. He went to a stack of crates along one wall, rummaging through them and coming up with an oilskin bag.

“This is something I keep at every meeting house and outpost I’ve ever put in place,” he told Fia. “You’ve never seen one because, thank Raea, you never had to. But these have saved dozens of deserters over the years. You can take this with you. It’s a hemorrhage kit.”

“Hemorrhage?” Fia asked, the Vesperin word awkward on her tongue.

“The type of bleeding you were speaking of. I’ll show you how to use each part of it, and then I want you to leave, and never call on me again. I, however, will come to you at harvest time, when you will make good on your promise to show me our daughter.”

Fia said nothing, hiding how his continued rejection stung. Her mind was elsewhere as Nikolau instructed her in how to use the contents of the bag, but she paid enough attention to ensure she was capable. When he’d finished, she nodded her goodbye tersely, and he did the same. That was all that remained of what they’d once been to each other. It was cruel of Fia to come back to him, to harass him, to use their child as leverage rather than to let him be. But she hadn’t seen any other way.

Fia did not look back as she left the storeroom. The sentry posted at the foundry’s door made no move to stop her, and she carried on until the faithful district was behind her, the labyrinth of Inverlyn’s streets growing livelier once more.

Only then did Fia slip into a shadowed alleyway and press her forehead to a cool stone wall. Knowing she’d made Miriel a pawn and filled with loathing over having done so, as well as how ill Nikolau viewed her now, only one thing served as a comfort.

The memory of Dolenza’s words as she’d sent Fia away.

Is there no one else you care for? No one else for whom you want—what is it you said? Peace and security?

She wished such things for Ariana. She wished them for Nikolau, in spite of his disdain. And she wished them in a faint, abstract way, which was growing more concrete with each passing sunrise, for Honoria.

Perhaps it was enough now. Perhaps Dolenza would see the way her vision of the world had grown, and welcome her home with open arms.

Let it be so, Bright Raea, Fia prayed fervently. Please, please, let it be so.





XIII
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By our traditions, if not by our laws, I move to have the ninth Priest stripped of his office. Not only has he tampered with the rites and honors due to our gods, claiming divine inspiration in matters of personal choice, but he has in every way worked to render our people weak and diffident. He welcomes blasphemous worshippers to our sanctum, permitting them to carry out their antiquated and occult religious services, and it is everywhere rumored about that his preference is for the followers of the Beloved Three. Frankly, it is an insult to our forefathers that he was permitted to live. Three times over he ought to have been put down: first, as a royal bastard, second, as a threat to the current throne, and third, as a heretic and underminer of the purity of our faith.

—A MOTION PUT FORWARD BY HADRIAN INVER, STRUCK DOWN BY A NARROW MARGIN IN COUNCIL DURING THE SECOND YEAR OF ORDEN INVER’S REIGN



You asked for me?” the Priest said, as he let himself into Ariana’s private chambers.

Her summons had been a welcome distraction—the mountain sanctuary, usually a place of refuge and isolation, swarmed with naming ceremony attendants. The Priest’s preparations were all complete, and he’d been glad to leave the noise and heat and torch smoke behind.

The queen’s rooms, by contrast, were utterly silent. If there was anyone present besides himself, Ariana, and the prince, he couldn’t hear them. A twinge of regret stirred in the Priest, that the postulant was not there. He wanted to test her mettle again—to determine whether or not she was a fit companion and ally for the queen. The spark of interest he felt was all for Ari’s benefit, the Priest told himself sternly. It had nothing to do with the pleasure he’d taken in matching wits with that bristling mountain cat, or the way her goddess mark had felt cool beneath his hand.

“Yes,” Ariana said quietly. “I wanted to speak with you about the ceremony tonight. Have you chosen a prisoner for the sacrifice?”

The Priest nodded. “A Vesperin soldier—a commander from their army. He’s the highest-ranking prisoner of war in our custody at present. Orden will believe his death honors your child.”

“And you?” Ariana asked. “Do you believe the same?”

Sweeping the floor with his cane, the Priest went to her, where she sat before the fireless hearth, in one of a pair of highbacked, cushion-strewn chairs. Lowering himself into the other, the Priest fixed his full attention on Ariana.

“I was under the impression that we have an agreement,” he said. “Certainly, neither of us has ever put it into words, but it goes like this: I do not ask about your faith. You do not ask about mine.”

“I want to know,” the queen said. He heard her rise, and then the small, living weight of the prince settled in his arms. “Do you believe this death will honor my son? Do you believe it will earn him the regard of the Inver gods?”

With one finger, the Priest traced a line across the sleeping prince’s face, from the crown of his head to his chin. The scent and weight and shape of him was an echo of Ellimere. The Priest had sacrificed for her, as his gods required. Had wanted to do it, and felt it would serve her well. But he hadn’t intended for it to be life’s blood that he spilled—only an offering of his own, willingly given. The death he sealed her name with had been a matter of opportunity and convenience. Tonight would be different. There would be no threats, no insidious whispers in the dark or struggles over the war god’s altar. Instead, the sacrifice would take the shape of a prisoner on his knees, helpless in a strange land, chained to the altar onto which he bled out and died.

“I believe there is little honor in my people at all,” the Priest answered with complete honesty. “And as the gods do not speak to me, I’m a poor judge of what might secure their favor.”

Ariana let out a regretful sigh. “I thought as much. What is the prisoner’s name?”

“Acaius Berentos.”

“And when you make an offering, Priest, how do you go about it? You seem to manage things… neatly. When you make the sacrifice, everything is over in a heartbeat. What must be done to ensure a quick death, as you do?”

Only awareness of the prince in his arms anchored the Priest as Ariana spoke. She made her inquiries in an even tone, but the Priest could think of no reason save one for her to ask such a thing.

“Little queen,” he said, leaning forward as he spoke. “What are you planning to do?”

“To bless my son.”

He realized, then, that it was hollowness, not evenness that he heard in her voice. There was a void in her—an empty and blighted place from which these words and intentions proceeded.

“You can’t,” the Priest said vehemently. “Orden can, or I can. Not you. There’s no reason for it.”

The mere idea of Ariana performing a blood sacrifice for pagan gods was a torment to the Priest. After all these years of her walking the razor edge between survival among the Invers and maintaining some vestige of her faith, it was a terrible blow to hear Ariana considering such a thing.

Orden. Orden had asked her to, no doubt. The Priest knew well enough that Ariana would cut herself to pieces and smile while doing so if Honoria’s king commanded it. And she would feel more indebted to him now than ever—the Priest had heard things were going badly at council. Though they’d only met twice before sessions were suspended in favor of naming ceremony preparations, Gileta was using the time to relentlessly berate Orden for his folly, which only made him bearish; Afon was smug and combative by turns; and Corrin’s Arbiter and Arbitress were silent aside from offering an occasional veiled insult to the absent queen.

The pretense of peace talks had broken down entirely. Whatever concessions or threats or outright scolding Gileta delivered, Orden would not be moved. Beneson, who had managed to secure a posting in the council chambers for both sessions, seemed begrudgingly respectful of the king’s conduct. Yes, Orden was being impossible. But he was doing it courteously, and enduring hour after hour of slights in the process.

Ariana would feel it was her fault. So she was offering up the one thing she had left to give—the last prohibition of her goddesses that she kept unbroken.

“You don’t have to do this,” the Priest told her. “I know you, I know what it will mean—”

“Stop,” Ariana cut in. “Please. Nothing you can say will convince me to do other than what I’ve planned. It’s… necessary.”

Inwardly, the Priest leveled a thousand curses at Orden, for eternally failing to understand his queen, and for wielding power like a gauntlet.

“When did you decide all this?”

“I spoke with Orden last night. It was decided then.”

Getting to his feet, the Priest returned the prince to Ariana. Then he knelt before her and took her hand in his.

“You should have come to me the moment it was promised,” he said. “I could have found some way around this, I could have—”

“Get up,” Ariana said abruptly. “An Inver Priest doesn’t kneel to his queen. She kneels before him.”

“Gods, Ari, I don’t care—”

“Get up.”

The Priest stood.

“What’s done is done,” Ariana said. “There’s no way out but through. And if you won’t help me—won’t tell me how to do what’s needed as quickly as possible—I’ll ask someone else.”

“Of course I won’t,” the Priest half growled. “Because I won’t stand by while you do this. I’ll find a way out for you, but it would have made both our lives a damned sight easier if you’d come to me first thing.”

Ariana was silent, and after a moment, the Priest’s shoulders slumped.

“Sometimes I think you like it,” he said, the words a reproach. “That it suits you to make yourself suffer more than might otherwise be required, even by your goddess.”

Still the queen did not speak, and the Priest turned to go. As he walked out of her room, his mind reeled, working over the problem, considering alternatives and options. Speaking to the king would only undermine Ariana—by now, Orden had likely boasted to two dozen guards and courtiers about the service his wife planned to render their son. He couldn’t, through diplomacy or bribery or manipulation, remove the sacrifice from Ariana’s hands. If he was to save her, he’d have to do so while ensuring it looked as if she’d done the thing.

He needed a spare body. And this time, the Priest cursed himself, because he had one. Lucian’s dead lackey would do well enough; bodies kept so long in the cool and dryness of the caves. The only trouble was, the Priest had already hauled that corpse away, leaving it hidden in the Corrinians’ tunnel at the end of miles of cavernous dark. With a little reworking of the ceremony’s events, though, and Beneson’s help, he might just be able to sort things out in time.

Bent on his planning, the Priest started immediately down the narrow stairs outside Ariana’s rooms, only to be met by a waft of lavender, sun-warmed earth, and frustration at their midpoint.

“Don’t even think of trying to turn me aside, Priest,” Fia warned. “I’ve offered up concessions enough to choke on since coming here, and I’m in no mood for yet another.”

“You’ve made yourself very free of the castle, whatever your feelings for it,” the Priest said, planting his feet. Already grieved to the point of irritation by Ariana, he would not give way to another child of the Beloved Three. “Coming and going as you please. I thought you’d left us for good.”

“Hoped I’d left for good, no doubt,” Fia answered. “Bright Raea had other plans, it seems. Now turn back the way you came—I’m on Her Majesty’s business.”

“I’m on the queen’s business as well,” the Priest said, “and in a hurry besides. You’ll have to turn.”

“I’m not—Silith’s pearl, Priest, if you needle me today, you’ll regret it. I promise you that.”

In answer, he simply stood his ground and did not move.

“You couldn’t be more of an Inver if you tried,” Fia said. “Forever unbending and striving for advantage, even when it would serve you better to yield.”

“An Inver doesn’t turn his back on someone he’s unsure of. If I seem unyielding, perhaps it’s only that I’m afraid.”

“Afraid, yes. But not of me.”

A sudden shock ran through the Priest as Fia’s hand reached out and caught his. Her fingers, long and strong and calloused, drew his own to the base of her neck. Her skin was ever so slightly damp with sweat, the heavy rope of her braid rough against the back of his hand, but it was the sunburst goddess mark she’d drawn him to. A glassy smooth whorl, unaccountably cooler than the rest of her warm and living flesh. Curse her for knowing he’d been restless with the desire to touch her and her mark again.

“That’s what you’re afraid of,” Fia said. “Of Raea. Of her sisters. Everyone on this mountain, for all their brawling and backstabbing, is sick with fear of who the Three were and are and will be. And you? You’re the worst of the lot. I can see it in you—half your fear is wanting, and you’re afraid of that more than anything else.”

“What do you recommend for fear, then?” the Priest asked. “How would a soria counsel me to root it out?”

Fia reached up with her free hand, pressing it to his chest. Her touch was soft—insignificant enough that it was not a requirement to yield. But the Priest couldn’t resist. Fia’s gentle hand compelled him to move, until he stood with his back pressed against the narrow stair’s wall. Then she shifted, both her hands on his shoulders now, and pulled herself up to his level, her own back to the opposite wall, their bodies pressed together, her face a bare inch from his.

“A soria,” Fia breathed, “would advise you to give yourself over to your wanting, because when desire and fear are at war, only surrendering to one will save you from the other. But I am not a soria, and I know an Inver never surrenders willingly.”

She was tall, but still not so tall as the Priest himself. He could feel her warm breath on the base of his throat as she spoke, the scent of mint leaves and chamomile joining the lavender and sun-drenched earth that defined her. He’d expected Fia to be all angles and hard edges—for her body to match her temper and her soul. But there was a plush luxuriousness to parts of her, in the swell of her breasts, her belly, her hips. She was not, as he’d anticipated, a creature still bearing the shape of the mountains, with the same peaks and cliffs and indomitable planes. Instead, she was the sea that rose and fell, that wooed and raged, that gave life or stole it with a single shift of mood. He wanted to press forward another half inch—to sink his hands into her, to feel the waters close around him, to taste salt.

The Priest knew better. So he stood his ground—what little was left of it—and drew in a ragged breath.

Fia shifted once more, rising up against him, her hands on his shoulders as she moved to the next stair. As she went, she drew closer still, until he could all but feel the phantom touch of her mouth brushing against the side of his jaw as she gained ground, leaving them both where they had wanted to be. No retreat required. No surrender exacted, or victory won. The only cost was this: that they’d stood heart-to-heart for a moment, inhabiting level ground.

A high price to pay, because with the postulant on the next stair, the Priest felt as if he’d come out, for a single moment of his life, into the hot blaze of the noonday sun, only to be suddenly thrust back into the chill of midnight.

“Fia,” the Priest said, and her footsteps stopped. She’d been leaving already, unmoved by what had passed between them, even as the Priest felt he’d never be warm again in the wake of her touch. “The queen—she’ll need you tonight. She’s planning to make a blood sacrifice to Tyrus, at Orden’s request.”

“A blood sacrifice to your war god,” Fia said narrowly. “What does that entail?”

“Killing a conquered prisoner. Spilling his blood on Tyrus’s altar. Matria Olienne, who oversaw this sanctuary when it was Silith’s, was the first of such sacrifices made on the mountain.”

He added the last not out of a desire to be combative, but because he wanted to lay his own history bare before her. He wanted her to know, fully, who he was and what traditions he stood within, so that if she ever chose to be near him again there’d be no ignorance in it.

“Fix it,” Fia ground out. “You can’t just stand by and let Ariana do this. She’s made herself apostate a thousand times at your clan’s bloody court, but this—it’s worse than all that. No daughter of stars could do this and come away unbroken.”

“She’s less fragile than you think,” the Priest said.

“And closer to the end of herself than you know,” Fia answered. “It’s your sanctuary. Your altar. Your god. Your feet I will lay the blame at if she does this and damages herself in the process.”

“I mean to try to get her out of it,” the Priest said. “I’ve thought before, how I would save someone from the altar, once they’ve been consigned to a sacrifice. I have the means, but I’m not sure if I have the time. The ceremony begins—”

“Find the time,” Fia ordered.

“I said I’d try.” It was the Priest who radiated repressed frustration now, as if he’d borrowed it from Fia. “I’m always trying, but sometimes I come up short.”

“No,” she said. “No failure. See to it you succeed.”

“All right,” the Priest conceded. “Let it be as you say. I’ll succeed.”

But he was far from certain. All he could think of, as he walked away from her, were the miles of endless dark between him and the body he needed, the careful preparations he’d have made if they did not already stand on the ceremony’s threshold.

As if in mockery of his nascent plans, a deep-voiced bell began to toll from the castle’s pinnacle, joined in a moment by an answering carillon echoing its call across the mountain city. He’d run out of time. The ceremony and the sacrifice he himself must preside over were already beginning.
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Night and day your sisters and I offer prayers for you, and for the eventual fate of your soul. I am afraid, however, that you have gone beyond our intervention in forsaking the will of the goddess and burning away your mark. If you had qualms about the role assigned to you, you ought to have received guidance and been led by the wisdom of your superiors. I am afraid there is no help for you now, and apart from Lyria’s light, surrounded by barbarous practices, you will slide further from the grace that once illuminated your path, until your spirit is consumed by darkness.

—FROM MATRIA SERAFINE LYRIEN TO ARIANA INVER



Fia had insisted on the bizarre ritual, and Ariana had not possessed the strength to withstand her. It would mean the prince’s naming ceremony and therefore all of Inverlyn must wait on the queen’s pleasure, but in truth, few would notice. The principal draw at the ceremony was the feasting and drinking, not the religious rites. Glora had been in a terrible mood all day, murmuring darkly about the castle kitchen being stripped bare and the mountain being sparsely provisioned at the best of times. Yet she’d still managed to work miracles, it seemed. Beneson, who seemed to be on comfortable terms with Fia by now, had reported that the cavern sanctuary was laid out with abundance to rival the feast at Orden’s coronation. Ariana let out a small sigh of relief at that—were the food or drink to give out before the naming ceremony’s end, the king would have no choice but to punish Glora’s failure with a public execution.

Ariana lay on her back, still connected to Fia by a strange device. The postulant stood over Ariana with the infant prince at one breast, and a thin, flexible tube ran from her arm to Ariana’s. Blood flowed out, from Fia to Ariana, given for healing in perfect observance of Raea’s requirements. It had taken Fia some time to pierce Ariana’s arm in what she claimed was the proper manner, and a great blue bruise was already blossoming around Fia’s many failed attempts. She’d apologized profusely, and Ari was too tired to offer much assurance. All she wanted was to sleep, and that seemed to worry Fia more than anything.

Truthfully, the odd procedure had helped a great deal. Since Fia had begun it an hour ago, Ariana’s wits had returned, the mental fog that bedeviled her clearing. She had a little energy now, though not much. Before feeding the prince, with the tube and the blood already running between them, Fia had applied a strange, herbal-smelling salve to Ariana’s inner parts as well. It had hurt dreadfully, going between her legs, and when Ariana cried out, silent tears sprang to Fia’s eyes. The flow of blood from the queen seemed to have slackened, though—she could feel less slipping from her as the time wore on.

“Fia,” Ariana said finally. “That’s enough for now. I can’t keep everyone waiting any longer.”

Wisely, the postulant did not protest. Instead, she set the prince down and removed the needle first from her own arm, then from Ariana’s. Bandaging them both neatly, she moved to the wardrobe.

“What will you wear?” Fia asked, moving easily between the roles of wet nurse, physician, and handmaid. “I’ll lay it out for you.”

“The crimson gown,” Ariana said. “It’s the only thing in that color.”

She stood meekly while Fia dressed her, and watched the last of Raea’s light fade from the sky out beyond the balcony. Ariana knew how she must look—she’d commissioned the gown herself after it seemed the pregnancy would take. It was exquisitely Inver, made from the heavy draping fabrics they favored, with the high waistline and overabundant gathered sleeves in fashion at court. The only difference was the back of Ariana’s gown, cut a good six inches lower than most, in order to showcase the Inver crest burned into her skin.

“Hair up,” the queen said quietly after Fia had laced the bodice and tied it. “A crown of braids with gold ribbon through them. Let everyone see the burn.”

Fia did the work easily, with clever, confident hands.

“The brand,” she said, as she wove the braids. “How did you come by it?”

Ariana hesitated a moment, thinking over her answer.

“I chose it,” she said at last. “It won me a king.”

That was the truth, though it barely scratched the surface of what she’d done and why. She’d burned herself in defiance of her Matria, because she refused to take a life, and wanted to be outside the purview of the daughters of the Beloved Three. She’d burned herself on behalf of Lyria, because she’d always believed implicitly in her goddess’s pursuit of perfect peace regardless of the cost. She’d burned herself for Orden—she’d wanted to save him as he’d saved her, and more than a little, she wanted to see that Inver awe and desire, which had kindled for the first time when she knelt at his feet in Corrin. Sometimes, Ariana thought she’d do anything to see that look. Other times, she knew she was only fit to serve her estranged goddess, offering whatever shreds of service she could still provide. It was like being pulled to pieces, spending her life trapped between starlight and flame.

Standing before a long mirror near her wardrobe, Ariana felt more a contradiction than ever. She turned to Fia with confusion and lostness darkening her eyes.

“Did you know that among Lyria’s daughters, the blood prohibition is observed so strictly we’re not permitted to have anything scarlet about our person? You won’t find a single scrap of it in the house of stars, not if you searched the cloister from top to bottom.”

Fia looked the queen over, taking in her crown of ornate braids, the rich, indulgent crimson and gold of her gown, the rubies at her wrist and throat. The postulant had the prince cradled in one arm, and she went to Ariana, putting the other around her waist. Ari leaned against her, and it was as if the mountain itself held her up.

“Did you know,” Fia said staunchly, fixing her gaze on Ariana in the mirror, “that at my cloister, scarlet is our most sacred color? Raea herself wears it every night when she goes to her rest and every morning as she’s reborn. Matria Dolenza likes to say at feast days that a woman in red is an echo of the sun in her glory.”

“How did I manage before you, Fia?” Ariana asked. Sickening anticipation of the sacrifice ahead had her close to tears. Instead, she forced herself to smile at the postulant.

“After the last few days, I really don’t know,” Fia said in her usual blunt way, but her gaze fell to the floor. “Ari, the Priest told me what you mean to do tonight. He promised he’ll try to find a way around it for you.”

Ariana shook her head, her voice trembling. “I haven’t given him enough time. If I’d been less prideful, if I’d said something earlier—”

“Hush now.” Fia took a step back from Ariana and spoke sternly. “Don’t cry, they’ll all see you’ve been doing it if you let yourself go. Everything will be all right, I promise.”

Ariana was about to reply when a commotion sounded outside the door. Orden swept in, resplendent in gold broadcloth, his retinue twice its normal size. At the sight of Ariana, he held out both hands and gave her a brilliant smile.

“My queen. You’re the very image of Inver flame tonight.”

“My lord,” Ariana answered, sinking low before him. “If I am a flame, I am one that was kindled by your fire.”

Then she had no more time to think. Orden escorted her down the narrow stair and through the castle, which was full to overflowing with courtiers and minor nobles, merchants and visiting dignitaries. Torches flared everywhere, leaving the air hot and heavy, and the night sang with music and bells. On the threshold of the tunnel that led to the mountain sanctum, Ariana stopped, panic rising in her throat.

“Where’s Fia?” she asked suddenly. “Where’s the nurse? I want my son nearby.”

“Here, my lady,” Fia said from the back of the crush of attendants following in their wake, and the crowd parted before her.

They continued on into the tunnel, Orden at their head, Ariana behind him, and Fia at her back. The queen reached backward as they went, and Fia squeezed her hand tight. Ariana wished it would go on forever—the single-file passage through the tunnel, like a channel that would lead them inevitably from one life into another. She didn’t want it to end. Didn’t want to come out into what lay waiting for her on the other side.

Light blossomed ahead. Not clear sun, nor the silver of stars and moon, but ruddy firelight—the glow of a thousand Inver torches. Orden stepped out into it, onto the stony landing at the head of the stair carved in the cavern wall, which led down to the sanctuary floor. As the firelight hit him, a roar rose from the gathered celebrants, loud and raucous enough to shake the mountain.

Ariana wanted to shrink into herself. To retreat. To own all her sins, if it only meant she did not need to carry on. Feeling small and cold and fragile, she followed after her king.

Down on the cavern floor, time seemed to drag intolerably. Ariana was forced to smile and nod and laugh, to beckon Fia forward with the child as if displaying some opulent object from the Inver treasury. Words ran over her like water, half heard as her responses came through force of habit. Ariana knew that the distance she felt was a danger—that she needed to be more attentive, in this place where everyone angled for position and advantage. It was a terrible risk, for her to be anything less than focused, but even with Fia’s strong blood running through her veins, she could not draw the fragmented pieces of her mind together. Gwylen’s face swam before her, then Gileta’s, and Ariana could do no more than murmur thanks for their well-wishes.

On and on the waiting went, as the cavern grew warmer with the heat of fire and the crush of bodies. At last, Orden himself began to seem restless, shifting at Ariana’s side, his eyes cutting often to the Priest.

“I’m going to see what the delay is,” Orden said gruffly. She watched as a few terse words passed between him and his brother, the Priest finally bowing his head in assent.

A gong struck. The new prince and his patrons were summoned to the altar rise.

And Ariana knew there would be no salvation for her. She could see it in the way the Priest’s jaw worked as she and Fia passed by, and feel it in the furious energy that sparked between him and the postulant at her back.

What hurt worse was that she could not even pray for forbearance from her beloved goddess.

Like players on a stage, the patrons took their places, spreading out across the altar rise. Always before, Ariana had stood at the hearth goddess’s little shrine, at a distance from the bloody work of sacrifice. Not tonight. Tonight, she must stand before Tyrus, at the center of the rise. Orden was several yards to her right at Mortis’s altar, Hadrian to her left at Kidrien’s. The Priest took her traditional place before the hearth goddess, the farthest removed from her, his hands gripping the altar with white knuckles as he spoke.

A buzz of words. Some dedication to these gods to which Ariana could never be reconciled, because Lyrien apostate though she was, the Inver faith remained an abomination to her.

The Priest waved a hand, and from among the sea of watching faces, a dozen guards came forward.

They flanked the sacrifice like an honor guard, escorting him to the rise and chaining him to the altar as Ariana stepped aside. The shackles spread his arms wide, so that he embraced the altar, his chest and shoulders rising above it. But he could not shrink away or fight for freedom, not bound so tightly to the fate that had been assigned to him.

Ariana kept her eyes averted. She couldn’t bear to look, to see his face or how he felt about what was to come. Rage, fear, resignation—it was all equally agonizing to her. Instead of looking at the prisoner, she fixed her gaze on the knife. Keen and silver, it lay on the altar beside the brazier of tinder and coals, which Ariana would light with her bloodied hands when the sacrifice was done.

She stepped forward, until she stood behind the prisoner. Reached around him and took up the knife. This was required of her. She always did what was required. She had never faltered at her duty, save once—

Every torch in the cavern went out, plunging the sanctum into darkness.

A jolt ran through Ariana. She’d never been at a ceremony like this before. There were always torches, for the Invers loved their fire, but through the sudden darkness, the Priest’s voice rang out. Assured and practiced, it carried from cavern wall to cavern wall, magnified by the sanctum’s echoes.

“At the beginning of our ascent to power, there was only darkness,” he said. “The unlit mercilessness of a pagan land, where all depended on the vagaries of false goddesses for light. But with blood and flame, we rose from that dark. We made our own light, our own way, our own destiny. We took what was not offered. Seized what was not ours. From the darkness now, a future king rises. He comes into the world by blood, ushered in by the edge of a blade. And he brings with him light unquenchable, kindled by our own hands. Someday he will rise, and rule, and conquer.”

Out of the fathomless dark, deep-voiced drums began to roll. Ariana knew the signal—they were the drums of war, crying out for blood upon Tyrus’s altar. It was time, she needed to be steel, needed to be fire, needed to—

A first convulsive shiver racked Ariana, and then she was shaking like a leaf on the wind, sobs building at the back of her throat, headed for the sort of breakdown that would surely signal an end to her work and her efficacy on the mountain. She would be shamed before Orden, before the court, and remain cut off from her goddess despite serving no purpose any longer. It would be intolerable. Life would hold no meaning for her.

“Ari. Give me the knife.”

She’d all but forgotten Fia, who’d stayed close to her as a shadow. In the blur of climbing the altar rise, taking her place, seeing the prisoner brought forward, she had not even noticed the postulant remaining steadfastly at her back.

Now Fia’s voice spoke in the darkness, her hand gentle on Ariana’s wrist.

“Take the prince,” Fia murmured, the drums ensuring her words would go no further than the two of them. “And give me the knife.”

“Fia, no, I—” Her voice broke, and she felt the child pressed against her, the slight weight of him an anchor that drew her back from the brink of collapse. The knife left her hand, and Fia steered her aside, replacing her behind the prisoner.

On and on the drums went, and Ariana realized the counterpoint to them she heard was Fia, kneeling beside the prisoner and whispering the Raean canticle for the dying in his ear. Only when it was done did Ariana feel the shift of the postulant getting to her feet. There came a series of sudden sounds in the dark, and Ariana couldn’t help but picture what must be happening—Fia’s free hand tangled in the prisoner’s hair, pulling his head inexorably back, baring his neck as she thrust the knife in and forward, cutting his throat with all the decisiveness she’d brought to bear while severing limbs on the Corrinian plains. It was no foreign thing to her, the task of piercing flesh and sinew, but before she’d done it to help and heal. This was something else entirely.

“Now the prince comes to me,” Fia said, back at Ariana’s side after a few moments. After she’d made certain, the queen realized, that she’d done her work well. That the prisoner was truly dead, his life stolen by Ariana’s own cowardice and Fia’s steady hands. “You take the knife and kindle the fire.”

Mutely, Ariana did as she was told. Everything on the altar was slick, and she refused to think of why, or of the deadweight of the prisoner slumped in the way. It made her task difficult, and she struggled at the work, striking several sparks before finally convincing the tinder to light.

A small flame blazed, growing in strength as Ariana stooped and breathed upon it, coaxing it to full life.

When she straightened, her hands and sleeves were streaked with crimson, and the prisoner’s staring eyes glinted in the firelight.

“I give you your prince,” Ariana said in a clear voice, and it was a miracle, she thought, that it did not shake. “Justus Inver. Bright may he burn. Long may he reign.”

Fia stepped forward with the child in her arms, her own bloodstained hands hidden beneath his gold-threaded blankets, the two women flanking the altar of the god of war.

And if the fierce cry the Invers had let out upon seeing their king had been enough to shake the mountain, the shout they let loose now was enough to bring it down to its haunted foundations.
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Looking upon the earth, and the scant few who survived in the wake of that great darkness, Raea was moved with compassion. She spilled her light over all of them like seed, until every living creature, whether male or female, from the lowliest crawling worm to the mightiest of beasts, was filled with her glorious presence and the ecstasy of her being, and each brought forth offspring in their own kind. Thus was the world renewed and filled once more, through Raea’s love and blessing.

—FROM “RAEA AFTER THE SHADOWS,” A SACRED STORY OF THE BELOVED THREE



Fia sat with her back to one of the ridiculous drums the Invers had hauled down to the sanctuary, silently fuming.

Orden and his inner circle had withdrawn from the altar rise to a long, richly set table laden with extravagant foods. Around the cavern floor, scattered between torches, makeshift stalls had been set up to hawk roasted meats, spiced buns, honeyed figs, and mulled wine to celebrants who did not warrant an invitation to the king’s table, and people milled about, talking and laughing and eating.

Away on the altar rise, the prisoner who’d been sacrificed still lay chained to the altar, spread-eagled before Tyrus, his throat a bloody mess. No one seemed to care or even to notice, now the deed had been done. Fia wondered briefly if Nikolau had known the man—likely not, for the prisoner would have been some highly placed Vesperin officer.

Stuffing her hands farther into her kirtle sleeves to hide the thick blood that had half dried on them, Fia scowled. Orden had taken his son—Justus, she supposed she’d best get used to calling the child now. The royal parents were busy showing him off, accepting congratulations offered to them with a smug and satisfied air.

No. That was wrong. Ari wasn’t smug and satisfied, even if she was forced to seem so. But Fia felt bruised all over on the wrong side of herself, the inner side, and couldn’t manage a charitable thought for anyone at the moment. She wanted Miriel. Wanted the cloister. Wanted to be anywhere but here, in this goddess-forsaken cave, where sorias had bled and died and Invers now stood toasting each other among their ghosts.

It had taken Fia some time to realize that spirits were the source of the odd, high-pitched singing that permeated the cavern. She’d thought at first it might be wind, keening over some hidden outlet to the mountainside. But in the absence of voices, when she stood at the war god’s altar with only drums piercing the sanctuary dark, the song had risen into an eerie, melodic wail.

She’d heard it once before, Fia realized then. When the king’s pressers had found a moon-marked woman in her village, accused her of still cleaving to Silith’s ways in defiance of Inver law, and drawn and quartered her at the crossroads. They’d been right about her faith. For the village’s sole midwife sang to Silith even as the horses tied to her took off at a run, and her limbs tore from their sockets.

Fia hadn’t been able to watch. But she’d heard the hymn, and it was the same melody that rang from the cavern walls, sung by a choir of sorias who’d lived and died scores of years ago.

“Postulant,” the Priest said from above her. Fia did not bother looking up, choosing to keep her eyes fixed on the ground. “You’ve been making yourself hard to find.”

“Priest,” Fia muttered. “Your sanctuary’s haunted.”

“I know,” he said. “It’ll be a misery down here for days after the ceremony’s ended. The sorias take to screaming and sobbing when a crowd’s come and gone, though very few can hear them. The queen can’t, which I’ve always thought a mercy.”

Fia said nothing. She pushed her hands still farther into her kirtle sleeves and glowered silently, all her anger a mask for how she felt about this wretched place. If she began to sob herself, for Ariana and her plight, for the sorias and their long-ago fate, for the brutal thing the Invers had made of Honoria, she’d never stop.

“Give me your hand,” the Priest said, still standing above Fia.

“I can’t,” she answered. “You ought to know that. If I do, they’ll all see the truth on me.”

The Priest nodded. “I haven’t been able to get near enough to the queen to be sure you’d done it. But I thought you would.”

“Of course I did it,” Fia said scathingly. “It would have killed her if she’d been the one. Maybe not outright, but eventually. She’d have lived in that moment for the rest of her life. Some things, you never get past.”

“And you?” the Priest asked. “You’ll get past it?”

Fia shrugged, knowing he couldn’t see the uncertainty of the gesture. “Perhaps. But there are already a hundred things haunting me. I’ve waded through so many moments that ought to have been the killing one, another won’t make much difference.”

“Do you want to wash?” the Priest said, and it was so entirely not how Fia had expected him to respond, that she looked up at him for the first time. He stood above her, patient and self-contained, the quiet wariness at his core all the more apparent against the backdrop of the raucous and celebratory court.

“What?” Fia asked.

“Your hands,” the Priest said. “Would it help if you could wash them properly, so that the blood’s treated with respect?”

“Not unless the body at that altar is given the same respect too,” Fia snapped. “Not unless his family’s told what happened. Not unless you can wash the rest of the blood out of the stones of this mountain.”

“His name was Acaius Berentos,” the Priest said evenly. “And I’ve already written to his people, though I had to send word through… unofficial channels. The body I’ll tend to myself when all this is over. The mountain, I can’t do much about. I’ll only ask once more—do you want to wash? No matter how careful you are, someone’s bound to notice your hands and realize what happened, if you don’t.”

“Why do you think I’ve been skulking over here like a recluse?” Fia said irritably. “I know that.”

“Come with me. I’ve got everything you need in my cell, which is nearest and easiest. Or I can make excuses for you while you go back up to Her Majesty’s rooms.”

Fia scrambled to her feet. “Best be your cell, it’ll only look out of place if I leave the sanctuary.”

For the first time since her path had crossed his, the Priest seemed uncomfortable. He shifted in place, frowning slightly as he spoke again. “Yes, but I offer the chance to go upstairs because my people love nothing more than gossip and idle speculation. Someone’s bound to see me taking you off into the dark, and it’ll be all over the castle by tomorrow that I’ve bedded one of Dolenza’s women.”

Fia looked at him blankly. “Does that bother you?”

“No,” the Priest said, with more haste than was warranted. “Or that is, not if it doesn’t bother you.”

Fia thought it over. “Not especially. There isn’t an Inver in Honoria whose opinion I care about, and I’m a daughter of the sun—Raea doesn’t fuss over who her children take to their beds. Only Lyria’s sorias are held to celibacy. No, I don’t care. And I’d rather the jackals here believe I’ve had my way with you than assume I’m creeping about the castle with something to hide. It’s safer that way, I think.”

The Priest’s air of discomfort faded to mild surprise. “I’ll admit that isn’t the choice I expected. You haven’t made a secret of the fact that you dislike me.”

“You mustn’t take it personally,” Fia said drily. “In case it’s escaped your notice, I don’t like most people.”

“Well then.” The Priest gestured courteously for her to fall in at his side. “Consider me your humble, albeit unlikable, escort.”

He led her away, skirting the press of celebrants. At first, Fia was perplexed as to how he could move with such assurance, even with the help of the phelamon wood cane she often saw him use. But as they carried on, just outside the expansive ring of torches that hemmed the revelers in, Fia realized there were thick grooves scored in the rock of the sanctum floor—a path for touch, not for sight. The Priest, barefoot as always despite the chill of the stone, had evidently spent years altering the sanctuary to suit his particular needs. And when they reached the rise on which the prisoner’s lifeless body still rested, she saw another of the Priest’s way-markers—a steel peg, driven fast into the rock at the base of the altar rise, from which a length of taut wire ran away into the dark.

“It’s not too late to change your mind,” the Priest said, as Fia hesitated. But it wasn’t the curious gazes of a few nearby courtiers or the thought of rumor-mongering that made her pause—it was the impenetrable dark ahead, which she would have to follow him into.

She would not shame herself, though, by admitting to the panicked fear she felt, or by asking for a torch.

“I don’t change my mind once I’ve made it up,” she said, and followed as he led on.

With the wire at her heel and the sound of her heart thunderous in her ears, Fia mustered her courage as the torchlight slowly died around them. First the Priest grew indistinct, then ghostly, and at last the darkness swallowed him whole. When she glanced back over her shoulder, Fia could make out no more than a distant ring of light. But they were traveling downhill, farther into the mountain’s uncharted depths, and the second time she looked back, there was nothing.

Only unbroken midnight ahead and behind and pressing in on all sides.

When the Priest’s voice spoke from ahead of her, Fia was starving for it—for any sign that she wasn’t alone with the darkness that felt like a living presence.

“They tell me Silith’s people revere the dark,” the Priest said. “That for them it is hallowed and sacred, since in her waxing and waning their goddess sometimes hides her light entirely.”

“It’s true,” Fia answered, her voice sounding high and thin and unlike herself. “But I’m a daughter of the sun, right down to my bones.”

“Yes,” the Priest said, and there was reassurance behind the word. “I recall what you said at our first meeting—you’re no friend of the dark. When we reach my cell, I’ll strike a light. But for now, this serves us better. I’m accustomed to it, and if there’s anyone waiting, it gives me the advantage.”

“Who are you afraid of?” Fia asked.

“Everyone,” the Priest told her frankly. “At Inver court, there’s no one you shouldn’t be afraid of.”

“There’s me,” Fia said, in a moment of uncharacteristic leniency. “And there’s Ariana.”

She could hear the Priest’s smile as he answered. “Don’t be so certain of yourselves. Any Inver would kill me outright for their own benefit. But you and Ari would just as readily let me die for your cause.”

“I don’t have a cause. I have myself, and my daughter, and all the world stands against us.”

“If you don’t have a cause, what brought you back to this mountain?” the Priest asked, with far too much shrewdness for Fia’s comfort. She obstinately said nothing, until he finally stopped before her, doing something inscrutable in the dark.

“That’s all right,” she heard him mutter under his breath, followed by the small sound of a door opening, which cut through the far-distant murmur of voices and music.

Fia held back a moment, feeling the steel peg against her ankle—a twin to the one at the altar rise. They’d reached the end of their road. Hesitantly, she reached out and felt an open space before her, flanked by a reassuringly ordinary doorframe made of solid timber.

Stepping through it, she found herself in a place where the very atmosphere seemed markedly smaller, and warmer, and lived in.

“Shut the door behind you,” the Priest said, moving about with perfect assurance. Fia did as she was told, and it bolstered her a little, to be the one who shut the door. If she’d shut it, she could open it again. She could not be kept in this close, lightless place against her will.

And it did not stay lightless. The sound of a patch box striking sparks rose up, small and sharp and infinitely welcome. The first flame was almost intolerably bright, though Fia’s eyes grew accustomed quickly once the Priest lit a pair of clay lamps. They stood on a long wooden chest of drawers, on which a broad silver laver, a pitcher of fresh water, a sheaf of lavender, and a stack of clean linen towels had also been set.

The sight was so familiar it caught at Fia’s throat and woke prickling heat behind her eyes.

“This is everything you need for the moment, yes?” the Priest asked. “I may not have had time to forestall a blood sacrifice, but I did manage to send an inquiry to a washerwoman in town who does her work the old way. One of the pages made certain everything was ready for you.”

Fia raised a brow as she moved to the washstand. “You were very sure of me.”

“Yes. I was.”

The Priest fell back and seated himself on a wickerwork chair beside the door. While she washed, Fia stole glances around the room, unable to help herself from taking an interest in how the Priest had fitted it out to suit his particular needs.

The walls were bare, but Fia’s feet sank into a thick sheepskin rug that took up most of the floor. A mélange of herbal scents filled the air, and a few bundles of drying plants hung from the stone ceiling above the set of drawers. Fia suspected if she was to open the compartments, she’d find more herbs and curios stuffed inside. A strange book sat on the stand beside the Priest’s bed—though Fia could not read, she recognized the title as being in Honorian, but had never seen anything like the raised pattern etched beneath the Honorian script. Near the foot of the bed, an unrecognizable contraption sat on a stand. It was an odd device of clockwork gears and slowly dripping water, with little bells suspended from the sides of a round, blank face.

“What is that book?” Fia asked. “The one with the strange symbols on its cover?”

“An herbal,” the Priest said. “Left behind by Silith’s daughters. It’s written in a mode that can be read by touch, as well as in the common way.”

“And that machine? The one with the bells?”

“A timekeeper. Another inheritance from the sorias. I found it in one of the cells, slightly damaged, and made a few repairs.”

Fia frowned. “How can you track time without the sun? They use a dial and shadows to mark the hours at Raea’s cloister, but it doesn’t help on a cloudy day. Before I arrived there, I hadn’t known you could do even that—in my village, there was no time marked besides tracing the passage of the Beloved Three in the sky.”

“This marks their passage, too, in a way,” the Priest said. “It must be set with the help of time told from a sundial, and after that, the water’s ebb and flow keeps the hours. When each hour passes, the face revolves and a bell is struck—they’re all different in size and composition, so the hour can be told by their varying sounds.”

“Oh,” Fia said flatly, in a voice that clearly expressed her lack of understanding or interest in the precise mechanisms, but acceptance of their functionality. “But… however it works, it allows you to tell the time without seeing?”

“Yes.”

“Odd. As far as I know, the vigils Silith’s daughters kept would not have lasted long enough to require such things.”

The Priest nodded. “I’ve often wondered if they had a soria or even a Matria at some point, who lacked sight as I do. The pathways carved into the cavern floors were already here when I arrived.”

“A blind soria,” Fia said thoughtfully. “It could be. Or perhaps somehow, they knew you were coming.”

The idea was clearly not one which had occurred to the Priest before. Fia could see she’d caught him off-guard by the way he fell entirely still for a moment. But when he spoke again, it was as if she’d never managed to disturb him.

“May I ask you something?” the Priest said.

Fia looked down at her hands—she’d managed to rinse most of the blood away, but it had stayed on her skin long enough to leave a slight stain. When she’d left the Corrinian plains after tending the wounded and dying with Ariana, her hands had been stained for days. This shouldn’t last, though, not if she washed well.

“Do you have soap?” Fia crushed lavender into the water as she spoke, and the scent of it grounded her. “Only it can’t be made with lard, like most of what I’ve found on this mountain is.”

“Top-left drawer,” the Priest said.

Opening it, Fia found several rows of precisely cut goat’s milk soap, scented with paschalflower and illien spice. It seemed strange, to use something that smelled so strongly of the Priest in one of Raea’s rites, but there was no rule against it. Lathering her hands, Fia dipped them in the laver, taking care not to spill a single drop of pink-tinged water.

“Ask, then, if there’s something you’re wondering,” she said.

“You told me you haven’t made your fidelity oath yet.” The Priest shifted in his seat, that same slight frown of discomfort Fia had seen on him earlier returning. “Will what you did tonight prevent you from doing so?”

Fia let out a short, disbelieving sound as she dried her hands thoroughly. “Why should you care?”

“I shouldn’t,” the Priest said. “And yet I do.”

With memory of the sacrifice weighing heavy on her, Fia found herself unable to torment him over the answer. “Raea’s daughters are permitted to spill blood in order to save a life or to heal, and I think what I did falls under that allowance. Perhaps some would argue it doesn’t, but my Matria is a liberal interpreter of Raea’s strictures. I don’t think she would set herself against me in this.”

“Have you ever taken a life before?” the Priest asked.

Setting the linen towel aside, Fia lowered herself onto the edge of his bed. It seemed unbearably inviting, despite its customary inhabitant—she hadn’t slept more than three hours at a stretch since Miriel was born. In some ways, she’d grown used to the perpetual gritty eyes, the mental fog and heaviness of body. In others, it was all as agonizing as it had been in the first weeks after Miriel’s birth—as if she was slowly unraveling inside for want of sleep.

“I killed and gutted animals in the mountains. And I was at the aftermath of the battle summer in Corrin—Raea’s people put me to work in the convalescent tents, where I severed ruined or rotting limbs, mostly. Tonight was not unlike that, in practice.”

“But in spirit?”

Fia shrugged. “I’ve never avoided the difficult or the necessary for the sake of my own comfort.”

What she did not say was that she had threatened and hurt people before. She’d even killed, although not with a knife. Fia could not bring herself to speak of some of the things she’d done, and tried day after day to put out of her mind. It was a losing battle, but she had no intention of surrendering.

The Priest seemed uncertain—as if he couldn’t quite find the words for what he wished to say next. After a brief but fraught silence, he managed.

“Will you be all right?”

Fia felt as if she’d been struck. Never, for as long as she could remember, had anyone asked her that question. To be asked it now, by the Invers’ Priest, after circumstances and fate had forced her to make an abominable sacrifice at his altars, seemed bitter and hard indeed.

Not so much unwilling to answer as unable, she chose to ignore what had been asked.

“Why did you have a plan in place already, to avoid a blood sacrifice?” she said. “You’re the one who presides over them, I assume, dictating at which ceremonies they occur and who the victims will be.”

“Not always,” the Priest answered. “Blood sacrifice is also used as a punishment for court members accused of treason, from time to time. More often they’re drawn and quartered out in the city, where the execution can be a public spectacle. But if the family is still in favor, or has the means with which to offer a substantial bribe, sacrifice can serve as an alternative. It’s quicker and kinder, and at least dying on Tyrus’s altar fulfills a purpose.”

“And if you’re able to forestall the sacrifice altogether, making it look as if a treasonous noble has died when they’ve actually been sent off quietly . . ” Fia said, immediately seeing to the heart of things.

“Then they and their family would be forever indebted to me,” the Priest finished.

“Have you ever done this successfully?” Fia asked.

“No. It isn’t something I’d undertake lightly. The need or the reward would have to be very great indeed, to outweigh the risks.”

“You’ve the mind of a mercenary, Priest,” Fia said, and whatever her own reputation for self-interest, she did not mean it as a compliment.

The Priest gave her a wry half smile, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees. “You wouldn’t think so, if you knew why I came up with the scheme in the first place, or why I was willing to use it for the first time on the queen’s behalf. You’d think me sentimental, and un-Inver. An object fit for pity and scorn, rather than a worthy opponent for you to match yourself against during your time here.”

“Try me,” Fia challenged.

“I don’t like dredging up old history.”

“And I don’t like slaughtering prisoners of war on heathen altars, yet here we are. Let’s just make it a bad night for the both of us,” Fia shot back impatiently.

“I had a sister,” the Priest said. “There were five of us altogether, and she was the youngest. She was not meant for life on the mountain. Too sweet-natured, too generous for it. The queen reminds me of her, a great deal. She’d never have stood against Orden when he made his bid for the throne—never could have, but he made a blood sacrifice of her anyway, after killing our other sister and brother. I was at the Vesperin front and newly blinded by an attack he’d ordered when I got word of it. So I resolved to make myself Priest and find a way to spare someone from Tyrus’s altar, should the need arise.”

“How do you live here after all that?” Fia asked in bewilderment. “At the king’s beck and call, overseeing this cursed sanctuary? Don’t tell me it’s a matter of faith—I know people well enough, and you’re no true believer.”

She looked at the Priest seated across from her—at the network of scars where his eyes had been, at the taut, wary length of him. He perplexed her greatly. In so many ways, she begrudgingly felt a kinship between them—a similarity of spirit and disposition. Such things had existed between her and Nikolau, too, but they’d been tainted by the pity he felt for her, and his constant desire to be the one who saved Fia. It was, in many ways, a pure and altruistic longing, but it would have been intolerable to her, living with the knowledge that she was in her lover’s debt. The Priest, by contrast, offered no pity to either Fia or himself. If anything, he seemed to view them both with a sort of hardened scorn, as if their troubles were of their own making. Some of Fia’s had been, but she at least had walked away from them. She’d never have been able to stomach what the Priest had done, in returning to danger, abasing himself before the very brother who’d stolen his sight and murdered every other member of their line. Fia couldn’t understand how he kept from lashing out or breaking loose in some way. If the place of her own upbringing had been a trap to her, the Invers’ mountain was doubly so for the Priest.

“I live here because I can’t live anywhere else,” he told her darkly. “You’re fortunate to have been able to leave your past behind. If I tried to escape mine, it would hunt me down. Away from court, I would be an unknown quantity to Orden. Someone he forever envisioned as plotting and scheming to usurp him. Here I can assure him daily of my loyalty, which may be a distasteful task, but it’s one that ensures my survival.”

“You could kill him,” Fia said without a moment’s hesitation. “I would, if it were me in your place, and call it saving my own life.”

The Priest got up and went to the chest of drawers, deftly covering the laver with the linen towel Fia had used.

“I don’t deny that I’ve thought of it a great deal,” he said with his back to her. “But it would accomplish nothing. With Orden dead, what would I do? Leave the castle? Whoever took his place would find me as surely as he would have. Serve his successor as Priest? I’d be no better off than I am now—worse, in all likelihood, for anyone who followed after him would be more likely to doubt my allegiance.”

“You could be the one who took his place,” Fia suggested.

The Priest let out a hoarse laugh. “What, have you turned kingmaker now, in addition to postulant and wet nurse and queen’s right hand? I wouldn’t live out a week on Honoria’s throne.”

“Of course you wouldn’t,” Fia said with vicious amusement. “I’d have you assassinated myself, and return Honoria to the old ways. But you’d save me a great deal of trouble if you dealt with Orden first.”

Turning, the Priest crossed the room in a single stride and knelt before Fia, his hands on either side of her, his face turned up to hers.

“That is treason, and I would not speak it outside this room if I were you,” he said fervently. “In this cell only, you can voice whatever traitorous thoughts you like. I will not judge—they’re certainly no worse than the idle fancies I indulge in during my darker hours. But beyond my door, you must be cautious. You must rein in that wicked tongue of yours, or it will be your undoing.”

The sight of him on his knees kindled something warm and hungry at Fia’s core. She doubted this faithless Priest knelt before his own gods, but for her, he did. A shiver of power and pleasure went tingling down her spine. Leaning forward until her face was a scant inch from his own, she permitted herself a smile.

“Priest,” she said. “When have I given the impression that you need to worry about me?”

He swallowed, and the way his throat worked set the flame in her to burning hotter and brighter. “It isn’t worry that’s the problem.”

Fia’s hands were on his now, and his fingers curled reflexively around her own as she thought of breaching the space that still lay between them. For his part, the Priest kept still as marble, waiting for her. His self-possession was maddening, and she wondered how long it would last if she closed their little distance, giving him license with her lips to unleash the force and reckless energy the two of them were constantly fighting back.

A rapid-fire knock sounded at the door, shattering the silence and tension that had been building like a storm. The Priest turned aside and swore, and when he got to his feet, Fia could see how badly he’d wanted her to move, all while remaining motionless himself.

“Beneson,” he growled, opening the door just enough to speak through it. “What can you possibly need from me right now?”

“It’s not you I came for,” the page said, his voice high and panicked. “It’s her. Fia. Her Matria’s here.”

If fear had plagued Fia on her way to the Priest’s cell, it was nothing compared to the trepidation coiled inside her on the journey back. While it had not concerned her what the Inver court might think of her reappearing from the darkness in the company of their Priest, to stumble back into Matria Dolenza’s presence was another matter entirely. The Matria, with her canny eyes and her way of plumbing the depths of someone’s soul, would surely see all that had transpired since Fia’s arrival on the mountain. That she had aided Honoria’s queen, yes, but done it through bribery and violence, and so recently been tempted by the leader of their rival faith that her blood still ran hot with desire.

An amused murmur rose from the gathered celebrants as Fia and the Priest emerged from the darkness with Beneson leading them to the altar rise. Orden and his party stood there, scattered among the shrines and talking genially with Dolenza. The Matria stood before Tyrus’s altar, on the centuries-old stain that marked the place where Olienne had fell, and if she realized what lay beneath her, she took no notice of it.

Of course she realized, Fia thought. Nothing escaped Dolenza.

“… and just where have you been keeping my postulant?” Dolenza asked easily as Fia ascended the rise, inviting her into the circle of power formed by herself and the ruling heads of every nation present at council.

Orden’s eyes cut to Fia and to the Priest beside her. A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “I believe my brother, the Priest, has been instructing her in our Inver traditions. She seems an eager pupil.”

The Priest said nothing, halting at the fringe of the small group with a face that might have been carved from stone. Dolenza beckoned to Fia and she had no choice but to go, presenting herself before her Matria with a hesitance she seldom felt.

“Fiametta Raeana,” Dolenza said, offering Fia the customary greeting of a hand over the heart. Fia drew close enough to receive it, and to reciprocate, and felt caught beneath the force and insight of Dolenza’s gaze. “I’ve been listening to the king tell of how you presented yourself to Her Majesty as a gift, and have been a great support to her since your arrival on the mountain. I appreciate your willingness to serve as Raea’s emissary in this.”

Fia would have writhed beneath Dolenza’s scrutiny had so many dignitaries not been present. Instead, she stood tall and still, finally reckoning with how grossly she had overstepped the bounds of the role she’d been given, as a simple courier conveying a message.

This was the end. Raea’s cloister would never be her refuge now. Her heart sank as she thought of what it had been like journeying to the Solis Plains. Of how she’d arrived at Raea’s house with her feet in tatters, her swollen belly the only thing about her that hadn’t dwindled to skin and bones, and begged for a postulant’s position.

Bowing her head, Fia waited for Dolenza’s chastisement. To her great surprise, it did not come. Instead, she felt the infant prince settle into her arms as Ariana appeared at her left side, and the stolid warmth of the Priest as he moved to her right.

“We have found your daughter’s service invaluable,” Ariana said in her sweet, mild way, and the Priest nodded in agreement.

“It has been instructive, having a servant of Raea on the mountain. I hope for greater unity between our two sanctuaries in future.”

Orden looked vastly pleased, glancing from Dolenza to her postulant flanked by his wife and Priest. Gileta was tight-lipped and disapproving. Afon bored and disdainful. The Arbiter and Arbitress had wandered off, but Gwylen stalked up the rise in their place, moving to stand just behind Afon. She caught Fia’s eyes and gave her the smallest possible nod of approbation.

Raea help me, Fia thought. I am out of my depth.

But just as quickly as all had focused on her, attention shifted. Dolenza turned back to Orden, and to the conversation they’d been engrossed in.

“What I should like,” she said in the magnanimous voice Fia had heard her use to placate the wealthiest of merchants or the most fractious of children, “is to present Honoria in just the manner your Priest indicates. As united, strengthened by an accord between the old ways and the new. The gulf between us has gone unbridged long enough. What, after all, is an Inver king but a flame—a twin to the burning sun. It would be our honor to show you our light, and to receive yours in turn. I have no desire to see a weakened Honoria, and if those present wish to undermine our nation’s interests, then it is time Raea’s house takes a more active role in the affairs and decisions that chart our country’s course.”

Orden was transparently flattered by Dolenza’s courteousness, and by the comparison between himself and the foremost sister of the Beloved Three. He went so far as to put an arm around the Matria’s shoulders as he answered, and Fia nearly snarled. Even from where she stood, she could smell wine on the king and hear it in the timbre of his voice. As Orden spoke, the Priest let out the barest huff, audible to no one but Fia.

That hint of dislike and disdain was the only thing that kept her silent, rather than raising her voice to hotly protest the king’s overfamiliarity with Raea’s chief representative.

“Truly, our light burns brighter than ever this year,” Orden answered. “Have you seen the prince? He’ll be a blaze to rival the sun itself, I’ve no doubt.”

“A marvel,” Dolenza confirmed, glancing down at Justus, who Fia knew to be an entirely unexceptional infant. “A future king, and one sustained by a daughter of my order. From such small beginnings, new eras dawn. To that end, I should like to invite all present to Raea’s house for the conclusion of summer council, along with Honoria’s king and queen and whatever members of court they choose to accompany them. Bring your son to my cloister, Majesty, and I will give him a gift fit for a ruler, to further the accord between us.”

“You pique my interest, Matria,” Orden said with a bow. “How can I refuse such an offer? The moment the prince’s naming ceremony ends, we’ll begin preparations to visit you. I should like a chance to see the coast—all my life I’ve lived in Honoria and never been.”

Dolenza’s eyes and Fia’s met briefly at the admission, which the king surely would not have made were he less in his cups. Thousands of Honorians walked willingly or were forced onto vessels bound for Vesper every year, crossing the waves to serve as fodder for the Invers’ war. Some died in the crossing, throwing themselves overboard rather than arriving at the front. Other ships sank in storms or were blown to pieces by the weaponry of the Vesperins. There were many ways to meet a watery death before ever facing the hellfires of the front.

And Orden Inver had never seen the sea.

“Raea’s blessings are manifold,” Dolenza said smoothly, turning back to the king. “Our harbor and vineyards and granaries give life to Honoria, and line the cloister’s coffers well. It will be my pleasure to show them all to you, and to discuss how the abundance we’ve been granted might further benefit Honoria at large. I believe there has been talk of sanctions at council thus far, leveled against us by other nations—forgive me if I keep informed of such matters, Majesty. It would be Raea’s pleasure to mitigate the effect of any such censure.”

Orden kissed Dolenza’s hand, and Fia fought an urge to roll her eyes. It was an insipid gesture, and one never practiced by followers of the Three. Either you were trusted enough to warrant a hand over the heart, or you were kept out of reach. None of this pageantry or insincerity.

“Glora,” Orden said, raising his voice as he straightened. “Where are you? Matria Dolenza and her attendants will require rooms for tonight, and we will travel on the morrow. See to it the Matria is quartered in the Hesperid Wing and has everything she requires.”

Glora materialized, seemingly out of thin air, a look of acute anxiety on her florid face. “Majesty, with the prince’s naming ceremony, the castle is full, I—”

Orden’s expression had only just begun to grow thunderous when Dolenza graced the chatelaine with a benevolent smile.

“I require nothing,” she said. “No accommodations, and I have no attendants. Furthermore, I’ll take my leave now—I only wished to extend my invitation, and the cloister’s warmest wishes for the prince’s health and long life. Fia, you’ll walk out with me.”

Such was Dolenza’s power and poise that no one moved to stop her, or to send a contingent of the guard along as she swept off with Fia and the king’s new heir at her side.

The noise and smoke of the cavern celebration fell away as Dolenza and Fia climbed the stairs to the tunnel entrance. As they did, the high, clear keening of Silith’s fallen daughters reached their ears instead.

“Do you hear them?” Dolenza asked curiously, without looking back at Fia.

Fia considered lying, still irritable over having been caught unawares by her Matria’s arrival, and unsure where she stood. But Dolenza would know if she lied.

“Yes.”

“I thought you might.”

They carried on in silence, up through the tunnel lined with intermittent guards, then out through the castle’s echoing, abandoned corridors. Fia had never seen the place so empty. It was as if both the Invers and the sorias before them had vanished, leaving only a hollow shell.

Dolenza did not stop until they were in the gateway garden, surrounded by soft night air and the clean scents of thyme and jasmine. Overhead, a full moon scudded between wisps of cloud, surrounded by a dazzling coronet of stars. The night sky seemed clearer and closer on the mountain, Fia had to admit, though Raea’s full warmth could only be felt on the plains.

Halfway to the gate, still out of earshot of the guards who attended it, Dolenza turned to Fia. “You seem to have lost no time reacquainting yourself with the queen and becoming familiar with the Priest. I wonder, what do you think of them?”

Everything in Fia stilled as she grew wary and unsure. “In what sense, Matria?”

Dolenza looked as guileless as a woman who oversaw half the business on the Hand could. “No particular sense. I only want your impressions.”

“Ariana is not the apostate she seems,” Fia said, choosing her words with great care. “She is as devoted to Lyria as ever, and it is tearing her apart.”

“Will she last much longer, do you think?” Dolenza asked.

Fia thought of the queen, frantic with fear in her birthing chamber. Bleeding onto the audience hall floor. Having no means by which to halt Orden’s planned attacks on Caervallion. Breaking down with an offertory knife in her hand.

“No, Matria. Not much longer. At least, not alone. But I’m not sure what the end will be like for her—if she’ll fall to pieces, or if she’ll lose her way.”

“Hm. And the Priest?”

“I don’t know what to make of the Priest.”

“That’s all you have to say in his regard?”

“Yes.”

Moonlight limned Dolenza’s ageless, lovely face, and gleamed in her dark, knowing eyes. “Do you think he would make a tolerable replacement for his brother?”

Fia’s wariness became a warning, jangling in her blood and brain. “I was recently reminded that such talk is treason, Matria. Not to mention anathema to our goddess.”

“Blood shed for healing can come in many forms,” Dolenza said with the hint of a smile. “The Priest, Fia. What do you think?”

“Don’t ask me,” Fia said, finding herself reluctant in the extreme to speak of him. “I haven’t had long enough to make up my mind, and I don’t know why you should want my opinion in the first place. I am nothing and no one. What I say shouldn’t be of any import to you. I can’t… I didn’t even know what any of the coin passed about on that mountain was worth. What their ranks and honors meant. How to read a single one of the notes that move from hand to hand. I haven’t the learning for any of this.”

Dolenza raised her brows, cool and insistent. “I didn’t send you because I wanted sums tallied or books read. I wanted you to get a little outside yourself, and I wanted your opinions. Not on script or figures, Fia, on people. You parse others’ minds and motives quite well enough. Now, the Priest.”

Fia thought of him sparring with her on the stairs. Naming and saving Ellimere. Providing a way out of the blood sacrifice for Ariana. Kneeling before her in his cell.

“I will not speak of him,” she said at last, and Dolenza’s smile grew ever so slightly wider.

“I see. So a yes, then.”

Unable to help herself, Fia cradled Justus closer and fixed the Matria with her own dauntless gray gaze. “What do you mean to do with that information, my lady?”

“Nothing, child,” Dolenza said, reaching out to pat her on the hand. “I won’t do anything at all. But you may, by and by. We shall simply wait and see how Raea moves us.”





XVI
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You know how devoutly I have hoped to find a wolf among the pups I’ve sired. Today’s events have assured me that my eldest, Carian, is that wolf. If, gods forbid, he should fail to show the temper necessary to assume power, I believe the older girl, Rosalyn, might make a fair she-wolf, if she can but learn the necessary cunning to temper her viciousness. As for the others—Orden and Silas and Lucia—they do not signify. They lack the fire for survival, but will make fit offerings to Tyrus when one of their fellows rises to the throne.

—FROM DARIAS INVER TO HADRIAN INVER



Orden woke out of a brief and black sleep only to find noon light pouring through his bedchamber windows and Ariana curled against his side. Awareness of a sick headache and churning stomach immediately slammed into him, sending him rooting through the chest next to his bedside for a vial of sanibar extract. Orden used the evil-tasting compound habitually to ward off exhaustion, though most of the court favored it for the function he needed now—countering the aftereffects of a night of drinking. Swallowing the vial’s contents in a single draft, Orden rolled onto his back again and waited for it to settle him.

“I was worried about you,” Ariana murmured without opening her eyes. “I can’t recall ever truly seeing you in your cups before.”

“The guard would have looked after me,” Orden said, pressing the heel of one hand to his forehead as if he could force the pain out that way.

“You put too much faith in them. Perhaps they’d see to your safety, but not your comfort.”

It was true someone had taken him out of his breeches and doublet and put him in a nightshirt. Not Miciah, but Ariana, Orden was sure, for Miciah would have taken last night’s garments to the castle laundry, rather than draping them carefully over the back of a chair as Ari had done. Orden could remember almost nothing after the naming rites. He’d watched Ariana stand there, soaked in blood, and known he should be proud. Surely now the rest of court would see her as he did—as possessed of strength and fire in no less measure than any Inver, though she showed it differently. Surely Afon would accord her the measure of respect and fear she deserved from him as chosen companion of Caervallion’s greatest rival, rather than viewing her as a morsel to be consumed in the wake of Orden’s eventual downfall.

But instead of offering reassurance, the spectacle of Ariana in blood got by violence had wakened bleak despair in Orden, as if he’d broken something fine and irreparable. Normally Honoria’s king was temperate in his determination to outmatch his court at their cups—he drank no more than was strictly necessary. He’d developed a prodigious head for spirits as a result, but last night he’d throw back toast after toast to Justus and his own dynasty, immoderate in his desire to drown out the image of Ariana in her moment of obedience and triumph.

He remembered Dolenza, vaguely, and a feeling of goodwill toward her. He remembered agreeing to visit the cloister. And as the sanibar took effect and Orden rose, stumbling to the washbasin and finding the water stained red with wine or blood, he recalled something else: the offer Dolenza had made, of a united Honoria. Something Orden greatly desired and had often dreamed of. To fully possess the cloister and the Solis Plains was an achievement none of his predecessors had managed. If Orden could undertake that particular coup, he would have no need of sham councils meant to convince others of his reasonableness.

The two sessions held before Justus’s naming gave Orden an excuse to suspend them, and had been gods-awful. Just sitting in a room with Afon filled him with prickling fury and the itching compulsion to lunge at the other man. For seven years, Orden had dealt with Afon’s unwanted correspondence, every letter containing threats and filthy insinuations regarding Honoria’s king and queen. It had more than got under his skin—it had gone into his blood, until he felt he must expel the venom through action or die of it.

So Gileta’s tirades and Corrin’s intermittent pleading and Gwylen’s attempts at rough diplomacy had been to no avail. Orden would not alter course, not with Afon seated across from him, silent and gloating, refusing to engage and taking the keenest pleasure in seeing his rival beleaguered by failing alliances.

Dolenza’s overture and invitation could not have come at a better time. Orden had no high opinion of Raea’s Matria, but he’d gained power through his willingness to find allies in unlikely places, and to make the loyalty of others his strength. This was a return to his usual form—he might lose Song Royale, but Raea’s house would make a worthy replacement. Besides which, a change of scenery would be welcome, and possibly distract Gileta from scolding him roundly every time their paths crossed.

The headache and sickness began to loosen their hold, and Orden glanced over at Ariana. She lay on one side, eyes still shut, and the pallor was back in her cheeks. She’d seemed better and brighter last night, but now looked ashen and frail again. He would do this thing, Orden thought with iron resolve. He would forge new ties to Raea’s cloister for the sake of his queen, and bring peace to the warring halves of her soul.

“Justus is with his nurse?” Orden asked, and Ariana nodded. Carefully, he eased himself up onto one elbow and bent to kiss her white forehead. She winced at even that slight movement, as if it sparked pain within her.

“Do you still bleed? I thought you seemed better last night.”

“Fia treated me,” Ari said. “It helped for a little while, but Crispus attended me after the ceremony, and his ministrations are less than gentle.”

It was not a reproach, but a statement of fact—for careful handling, Invers did not go to their physician but to the Priest. Ariana staunchly refused the Priest’s help in matters related to childbed, however, wary of the slightest breath of scandal. She was fierce in her protection of Orden—of his name and his honor and the undeniable legitimacy of his heirs. A cloister and a country united were not enough to fully convey his regard for her, but they would have to suffice. It would be a comfort to her, too, having Raea’s house as support when Orden marched on Caervallion.

“You think highly of the nurse,” Orden said, stroking the midnight waterfall of Ariana’s hair. Normally straight and glossy, it rippled slightly this morning after a night bound back in a crown of braids. “You may keep her as long as you like. It pleases me to see you with a friend, and one sincere in her devotion, at that. I know the Inver women do not treat you as they ought, though you refuse to complain.”

Ariana made no direct answer. Her mouth thinned, and if it was with displeasure or pain, Orden could not be sure.

“When will we leave for Raea’s house?” Ari asked, transparent in her desire to avoid speaking of the Invers who were meant to pay court to her.

“We’ll leave as soon as you and I rise from this bed, if you’re able to travel. Glora will have fits, but she’ll obey regardless. Better to give her no time to work herself into a true passion. Can you? Travel, I mean?”

“I am able to do whatever my king requires,” Ariana said in her usual pacific tone.

Orden frowned. “Truly, star? I won’t order this if you can’t tolerate the journey.”

Without hesitation, she fixed her eyes on him, and he thought he might drown in the rich darkness of them. Orden’s peerless queen reached up and cupped his face with one hand.

“I can’t ride. I will need a currus to bear me and the prince, and whatever members of the court join us will think poorly of me because of it. But I will go. You seem set on this visit, and since joining myself to you, I have never allowed myself to be left behind.”

It was true. Any expeditions of state he’d had to undertake, Ariana had accompanied him, and at times when she’d been indisposed, he’d quietly refused to travel. Not once in the seven years since she came to Inverlyn had they been parted.

“We could refuse the invitation,” Orden said begrudgingly, but he doubted that, if refused, it would be followed by another. Besides which, he needed this. Ari needed it. Honoria needed it, most of all.

“No.” Ariana raised herself up enough to kiss him, soft and lingering on the mouth. Her lips were cool and featherlight, as if he kissed a spirit rather than a woman of flesh and blood. Worry bit Orden deeply, and he resolved to speak to the nurse about her cures. If she could restore Ariana to full health, he’d reward the postulant richly.

“If you wish to go, we go,” Ariana said against Orden’s mouth. To lend truth to her words, she slipped over him and out of the bed to stand barefoot in her long white nightdress. “Call my currus,” she ordered imperiously. “The Inver queen is ready.”

A laugh burst out of Orden, dispelling the last evil effects of his night of intemperance. Ariana’s humor shone out so rarely, and when it did, it was like sitting on a spring hillside, marveling at a sky that glittered with an exuberance of stars. With one sinuous movement he got to his feet and swept her up into his arms.

“The Inver queen has my heart now and forever,” he said as she wrapped her arms around his neck and clung to him. “I am her servant, to do as she wills. It has been so since our first meeting, and will be until my last breath.”

Ariana said nothing, but when she turned her face up to his, he saw what he had at that very first hour—awe and adoration and tenderness. No one had ever loved him like Ari, though she did not voice the sentiment. No one had ever deserved more from her king. And so he would gift her a goddess, drawn into his own power and pantheon, for her to worship with that same perfect regard. His gods were not right for her—he’d seen it last night when she stood before them with the mark of sacrifice on her gown. In their place, he would make her a deity melded together from the old and new, wrought of Raea’s brightness and the Invers’ heat. That doing so would unite his fractured nation was only an added benefit.

Of first and foremost importance was safeguarding and pleasing his queen.



With every beat of his courser’s hooves, Orden’s resolve strengthened. He’d led his illustrious party down from the foothills to a lavish encampment prepared by Glora and a bevy of servants who looked to be on the verge of apoplexy. This second morning, they’d come out onto the flat, fertile expanse of the Solis Plains, where the air hung as hot and heavy as the olives and lemons on their trees and the grain on its stalks. Orden had seen a fair amount of Honoria, visiting his nobles and their holdings to arbitrate disputes or listen as his favor was courted. But he’d never had cause to visit the plains before, even though they spread out upon his doorstep. Everywhere he looked was an embarrassment of riches, the place ripe and fecund as an unwed Inver maid in her twentieth year.

That his forebearers had left such wealth untouched within their own borders was beyond foolish. The cloister could not possibly be so formidable an obstacle—if Dolenza proved less amenable than she seemed, Orden was sure he could enact a bloodless coup there, or perhaps order Lucian to undertake a few quiet, untraceable assassinations. In all likelihood, the latter would be best even if Dolenza was agreeable. Sooner or later, she’d need to be replaced with a Matria of Orden’s choosing, so it might as well be done at once. There were a few Inver nobles who eschewed court to hide the humiliation of goddess marks; perhaps one of them would serve the purpose. Then he would have the pleasure of giving the cloister to Ari, and leaving the plains as a legacy for Justus, in addition to vanquishing Afon and adding Caervallion to his holdings, with Corrin as a protectorate between them. The throne and the kingdom Orden left his son would be far different than the ones he’d claimed. Justus’s rule would be easy and prosperous, and with the wealth of the plains to support him, the boy might even become the king who won the Progenitors’ War.

If Orden didn’t beat him to it.

The strength of his new vision glowed within the king. He did not even mind the spectacle he saw when he looked back, of Gileta and Afon walking side by side, engrossed in some earnest conversation. The Caervallin king had schooled his warlike features to attentiveness, and as she spoke, Gileta occasionally touched his arm lightly. It was clear from the pleased expression on her face that she was confident of her ability to draw Afon back into Silith’s proper fold. The women Afon had brutalized over the years were clearly of no consequence when it came to the machinations of the Beloved Three, Orden thought darkly as he watched the Imperatrice courting the Caervallin king.

Gwylen stalked behind Gileta and her master. What she thought of their burgeoning friendship, Orden couldn’t say. The woman was a cipher, her expressions and mannerisms entirely unreadable. Just as she’d escaped Lucian’s notice in vanishing from Palace Hill, she’d returned without being observed as well. The spymaster was still chafing over it, which pleased Orden greatly, even as it annoyed him to have Afon’s emissary prove the craftier.

Beyond the delegates from Caervallion, Ariana’s currus jolted along, pulled by a fine set of four heavy draft horses. It was an uncomfortable mode of conveyance at best, and Orden fretted constantly over his fragile wife, trapped within the currus’s baking confines as she bled. Corrin’s Arbiter and Arbitress walked in the shadow of the currus, speaking in low, impassioned tones. They seemed to be addressing both each other and Ari—if they were badgering her about aid for Corrin, Orden would see them put in their places. Honoria’s coffers were strained enough, and there would be lean times ahead before Caervallion fell.

Within hailing distance of the queen’s currus, Dolenza’s postulant rode astride a mule. The Priest walked beside her—Silas rarely left the mountain, and when he did, he never rode, saying he did not trust creatures who were able to see what he could not. He moved assuredly, one hand sweeping the ground with his phelamon wood cane, the other resting ever so lightly on the top of the nurse’s practical, roughly made shoe.

Orden raised an eyebrow at that. He recalled seeing the two of them appear on the altar rise together the night before, and it was deeply unusual for the Priest to show familiarity of any sort. Orden’s half brother was notorious for keeping an empty bed—rumor had it he’d only been given the role of Priest on the condition he be made a eunuch. Which was nonsense, of course. Orden had done no more than any other king instating a new Priest, and required only a painful, month-long course of ender’s herbs. Such a treatment did not diminish potency, though it did induce sterility. So the Inver rulers ensured their Priests had no interest in building dynasties of their own, and in supplanting the reigning king or queen’s rightful bloodline.

The Inver Priest and Dolenza’s lackey. A strange pairing indeed. Orden knew Silas well enough to be sure this was not some ploy to gather information, or a maneuver in pursuit of power. He was not so confident of the wet nurse. Ariana seemed attached to her, but that meant little—his queen was overly generous and attached to Orden himself. Ari’s judgment could not wholly be trusted.

Accordingly, at the midday halt, Orden tethered his courser and walked through the irritation that was a royal procession at a standstill. Without all the nonsense of palanquins and provisions and servants, he’d have reached the cloister in a day. With the claptrap required of a king, they’d need three days for the journey at their swiftest, though an arrival on the fourth morning was more likely.

Striding through his traveling court and wandering council, Orden sought out the wet nurse. She was seated in the shade of the currus along with Ariana and the Priest. It was strange seeing the three of them together—Orden felt something like vertigo, or like the earth shifting beneath his feet, and then the moment was gone. Ari languished on a camp bed thick with pillows, wilted by the heat and terribly pale. The Priest sat beside her, saying something low and reassuring, and the nurse had drawn a little apart. Orden’s son slept in her arms, and he swelled with pride at the sight of the baby. Justus seemed a handsome, well-made child to him—the boy would be a worthy successor to the united Honoria Orden intended to leave behind.

“I want to speak to you,” Orden said abruptly, his shadow falling over the nurse. She glanced up from the prince’s small, peaceful face and frowned.

“Shall I bring your son?” the nurse asked. Fia, that was her name. She was plain, but there was something compelling about her, nevertheless. She did not carry herself like a soria, nor yet like a workaday Honorian. She had the look and posture of someone used to living under threat, which piqued Orden’s interest.

“No,” Orden said after a moment’s consideration. “Leave him with his mother and his uncle. Then follow me.”

They’d made their halt in a small pine barrens. It seemed a likely place, where the baking heat of open farmland was marginally lessened. Lucian had informed Orden that a river ran through the barrens to the east, within a few minutes’ walk of their brief encampment. Many of the guard had gone to it, taking the royal party’s horses for water. Orden led Fia toward the river now, but cut farther south, to avoid the guards who could be heard talking and joking through the trees while tack jangled and horses pawed at the water.

The wet nurse followed at Orden’s heels, silent and capable. He wasn’t sure yet what he’d ask to try to sort out her character and motivations. But before they’d reached the river and he’d made up his mind, the woman spoke, low and warning at his back.

“I think your chief physician is killing Ariana.”

Orden stopped abruptly and turned to her, in the middle of the sparse pine woods. A humid breeze stirred the branches overhead, which made a sound like whispers, and a resinous smell rose up. There was little undergrowth, only a thick carpet of dead needles. They crackled dryly, and Orden thought that the whole place was a tinderbox. Someday, it would go up in flames, leaving only another field enriched by charcoal.

“What?”

Fia shifted her weight and squinted, as if she doubted the wisdom in speaking. “I can’t be sure if it’s by accident or design. But he is killing her. Every evening I manage to staunch her flow of blood and restore her a little, and every morning he undoes whatever progress I’ve made. It could be incompetence, but if that were so, I believe Ariana would have gained ground by now, rather than continuing to fade. I’ve tried watching, but he’s sly. I can’t be sure if he injures her in some way when he examines her insides, or if he applies some manner of unguent to draw out the blood. And Ariana doesn’t know—she goes beyond herself when he puts his hands on her, to a place where she cannot feel and he cannot reach. She says she does so because he reminds her too much of her losses, and I think he may have caused those too. I’m not certain, mind you, but it doesn’t sit right with me. And I haven’t much in life, but what I do have is a sense for danger. I wouldn’t be here without that.”

Orden understood her better than he’d ever admit. The sense she spoke of was the same thing that had sparked within him whenever his elder brother Carian or his father Darias was near. He’d seen his eventual death in both their eyes, and chosen to live. Day after day he chose to live, but he did not want life without Ariana. She was everything good and fine and pure to him—the higher cause he worked for. To hear she’d been coming to harm and he’d neither known nor protected her was like an arrow to his chest.

Red began to limn his vision, as his pulse picked up and what felt like a choking hand closed around his throat. Orden’s father and older brother had called such fits the hand of Mortis, god of death and judgment, and abandoned themselves to their influence entirely. Orden himself believed only that he had inherited a powerful and vicious temper, and that a ruler who would conquer anything outside himself must first conquer what lay within. He won some battles on that front, and lost others. Only time would reveal the winner of the war.

“Do you see the river through the trees?” Orden asked Fia, pointing to a silvery gleam of water. “Go fetch the physician. Bring him to me there.”

There was a rushing in his ears, and his hands were beginning to tremble with pent-up energy. He wanted to give way to it—to destroy something. No. To destroy someone.

Letting out a steadying breath, Orden thought of Ariana. Of the way she looked, standing on the narrow balcony between their chambers, aglow with half-reflected starlight. The storm rising within him settled, but only a little.

Fia did as she was ordered without question or remark. While he waited for her, Orden walked to the river. It was a little slip of gray-green water, cutting its way between mossy banks. Beside it, Orden removed his ornate embroidered doublet and carefully rolled up the sleeves of his fine linen shirt. He unbuckled the sheath and pugio from around his forearm, setting them aside. Then he found himself a handful of pebbles and tested their weight.

When Fia returned with Crispus, Honoria’s king had worked a smile onto his face as he loosely skipped one stone at a time. Crispus bowed and cleared his throat.

“My king. You require a physician?”

“I do.” Orden nodded. He beckoned to Crispus and held out a half dozen pebbles. “I’m in need of a little advice.”

Crispus puffed up with importance, his round, florid face growing beatific. “Then it is my honor to lend you what expertise I have, Majesty.”

Orden glanced down the river, to a serene patch of calm water. He let a stone fly, and it skipped across the glassy surface, once, twice, three times. The exercise calmed him and kept him from lashing out. He would be kingly. He would be circumspect. He would be self-controlled. “I’d like to know what might cause a woman to slip two babes before her time and bleed near to death after birthing others.”

“Ah.” Crispus looked sympathetic. If he was anxious at all, it did not show. Orden glanced at him sidelong but could see no nervousness in him beyond the sweat beading his forehead and staining his doublet, which could as easily be due to the oppressive heat. “Majesty, childbirth is a perilous undertaking. Many women die during their trial, and the queen is small in frame, while you yourself are regal in your build as well as your demeanor. Rather than asking why Her Majesty has suffered in her quest to procure you heirs, you might rather wonder that she’s survived this long.” Crispus said the last with a practiced, self-satisfied air, clearly intended to direct credit to himself, but his face was redder than ever. Removing a handkerchief from one pocket, the physician mopped at his brow.

“I do wonder that she’s survived this long,” Orden said, still quiet. The Chief Physician swam in a sea of crimson now, and the rushing in Orden’s ears was rising to a roar. “I cannot quite work out what your aim has been. You haven’t killed Ari outright. You haven’t prevented her from getting me an heir. Most of the court views her as weak already. What possible purpose could it serve, making her bleed?”

Crispus sputtered, and his effrontery, in Orden’s opinion, was overdone. “I do not make women bleed, Majesty. You might as soon say that I turn the tides, or cause that which is dropped to fall. The gods bring women’s blood, and I can only work within their will.”

Orden seized on that, fixing Crispus with an unwavering gaze. “Very well, then. Let us work within the will of the gods. I’ve been told you are the cause of my queen’s weakening. You claim you are not. Whoever can shy the most stones into the rotted-out stump across from us has the truth of the matter, and the gods on his side.”

There. If he was to be a tool for Mortis, he’d ensure he did so fairly, rather than seeking to justify his own unchecked temper.

Crispus’s sputtering grew frantic. “Majesty, you can’t be serious. A game, to decide the merits of such a grave accusation? I assure you, my word can be trusted.”

“Play the game, Crispus,” Orden said softly. “It is your only chance to walk away from this riverbank alive.”

This time the physician blanched, as Orden had never seen him do before. A potent blend of dread and anticipation unfurled within the king’s chest. It would not be rage, if the gods favored him. It would be well-considered justice. He’d do what he’d done unnumbered times before and protect himself and his dynasty.

Crispus threw first, and his aim went wide. Orden went next, taunting the physician with a rock that bounced off the rotting stump. He and Carian had played at shies a great deal, close in age as they were. Carian had been fond of betting on the outcome and enacting various cruelties on Orden when the younger boy inevitably lost. So Orden had taken to practicing obsessively until his aim was true as a huntsman’s arrow. It hadn’t stopped Carian from tormenting him, but it had at least forced his brother to choose some other method of doing so.

By the end, Crispus’s hands were shaking, and his shots fell woefully short. The last of his stones fell into the river and left small ripples. The physician watched the place where it sank with a fixed, desperate expression on his face.

Orden tossed his last stone with no apparent effort. It arced gracefully over the river and into the rotted-out stump, like a homing pigeon returning to its roost.

“Well,” he said, brushing off his hands. “It seems the gods have spoken. I’m going to drown you in this river now, Crispus.”

The physician dropped to his knees, gibbering and pleading. Orden hated when they did that—he much preferred a stoic mark. With a practiced grip, he grasped the odious man by the collar and dragged him to the water. Crispus did not even put up a proper fight, used as he was to fine living and deference from those around him. Oh, he struggled and thrashed as Orden shoved him down into the moss, but a knee in the small of the back and a hand at the scruff of his neck was enough to overpower him. Water boiled around Crispus’s head and his frantic efforts to raise his face enough to take a breath. Orden allowed it, then shoved him back under. No need for this to be overly swift. Not if the gods were with him.

He saw it all through a haze of crimson and could hardly hear the tumultuous stirring of the waters. Pleasure rose in Orden, sharp and vicious, and one he forbade himself except on the rarest of occasions. He would be a wise and temperate ruler, rather than another Inver sadist or warmonger. He would master himself first, and someday, his offspring would master an empire.

But for now, the gods were with him. Another long submersion, and Orden drew Crispus back up, gagging and retching river water.

“I don’t even care how or why you damaged my queen,” Orden growled. “But you will never touch her again, and I will see that your name is made a curse.”

“I care,” a frigid voice rang out. “I care very much how or why he damaged the queen. Let him up now, before he takes that answer to his grave.”

Orden turned in disbelief, livid at having the king’s justice interrupted. But Fia stood motionless, a rock for his anger to break on.

“You know there’s wisdom in that,” she said. “Heed it and bring him to me.”

Still crouched at Crispus’s side, with the man soaked and flopping in his grasp like a wretched fish, Orden considered. Even in the sea of red, he kept his wits about him, rather than becoming mindless with the force of it as he’d seen Carian do. He could have Lucian ferret out the physician’s motivations after the killing was done, but he’d also wanted to take a measure of Ariana’s new serving woman. Perhaps now he’d manage to avenge his queen and parse the nature of her wet nurse all at once.

Scrambling up, Orden dragged Crispus back along the bank and over to Fia.

“Make him kneel,” she said, and Orden did not have to force it—Crispus fell into the position of a supplicant.

“Please,” Crispus begged. “I claim sanctuary from you and your goddess. Let Raea offer me a haven and save me from a mad king.”

Fia regarded him for a moment, and then her eyes flickered to Orden’s. She reached out, her hand hovering over the crown of the physician’s sodden head.

“I want to know everything,” she said. “How you hurt Ari. How long you’ve been doing it. Why you chose to. Who set you the task. Everything, do you understand?”

“Sanctuary,” Crispus repeated. “Is the enemy of your enemy not a friend? Our queen abandoned your goddesses, offering them only insult.”

Fia shook her head in disapproval. She lowered her hand so that it brushed Crispus’s dripping hair. The movement was careful, intentional, an act of restraint, but at her touch, he began to bleed.

Orden watched in lurid fascination as blood trickled from Crispus’s eyes and ears, from his mouth and nose. Blood beaded from each of his pores as well, until within moments he was a gory scarlet figure, this time in truth rather than through a trick of Orden’s vision. Though he stayed on his knees, Crispus stiffened and spasmed, his face transformed by a rictus of pain. There was an eerie, horrific element of transcendence in his expression, too, as if the pain brought him strange pleasure.

Fia bent at the waist and tilted the physician’s chin upward with one finger, until they were very close and he could not help but meet her eyes.

“Tell me,” she said.

Crispus’s breathing was ragged and heavy, and for a moment his lips parted. Then he shut his mouth tight and shook his head.

Fia took his chin between her finger and thumb and tightened her grip. The beads of blood became rivulets, and where the physician’s fine clothes had been drenched with water, now they dripped gore. A cry escaped Crispus, and Orden flushed, reflexively turning away. It was not an outburst of agony but of release—the sort of sound a man made at the height of his passion, when he could no longer contain the sensations of his body but must give voice to them.

Removing her hand, Fia spoke again. “Tell me.”

Crispus blinked away a film of blood. He did not attempt to wipe his face, and a thin outline of crimson stained the grass around his knees.

“I have expensive habits,” he admitted. “A taste for games of chance, and fine things, and lovers who require gifts to keep them coming to my bed. And I have no ancestral lands, nor a lucrative trade to support those habits with.”

“I keep you well as court physician,” Orden said, but Crispus’s eyes were locked on Fia. It was as if he could see and hear no one besides her now.

“I was approached in secret,” Crispus went on, “by a messenger whose face and form I never see. I’m paid to tamper with the queen. To keep her weak and prevent her from getting an heir. I failed with the moon child, Celina—not all my efforts could shake the baby from her womb. And I failed again with the prince, though his twin at least was stillborn. I’m not to kill Ariana, though. Only to see she’s delicate and hampered by her own fragility. They pay me for this in Vesperin coin.”

A curse tore itself from Orden’s mouth, and his vengeful wrath was back in force. He made three purposeful strides toward the royal encampment, bent on issuing an avalanche of orders that would empty Honoria of all who could fight and rain fresh destruction upon Vesper.

Fia’s voice lashed out like a whip, calling him back. “Stop. Vesper’s emissaries aren’t fools. They wouldn’t send a faceless messenger, then pay in their own coin. The currency proves only that Vesper has no part in this.”

She touched Crispus one last time, a single finger beneath his chin. “Is that all?”

The physician nodded.

“Take him,” Fia offered, gesturing to Orden. “Wash him and keep him under guard until we reach the cloister. Then my Matria can offer him sanctuary or not, as she sees fit.”

Orden saw it in Fia’s eyes. She had no expectation that he would allow Crispus to live. For a moment, he thought of disappointing her. Of doing as she said and letting Honoria’s older power rule on the physician’s fate.

He was who he was, though. Once more, he dragged Crispus to the river.

“Time for your washing,” the king muttered, and he saw a moment of sick hope on Crispus’s face, that perhaps Fia’s will had prevailed.

This time, Orden was quick. He plunged Crispus’s head beneath the water, holding on until the man’s thrashing ceased, and then keeping him down an extra minute for good measure. When he pulled Crispus’s body back up, the man’s jaw lolled, slack and lifeless, his eyes a staring blank.

Fia watched as Orden hoisted the physician’s bulky corpse over one shoulder, the way another man might carry a slain deer.

“What you did to him,” Orden said. “I’ve never heard of such a thing before.”

The wet nurse shrugged. “It’s an old talent, from before the cloisters even. The tale goes that the blooded touch was misused, for violence and domination, and so the Beloved Three gave us the cloisters and our blood prohibition to enable us to walk rightly before them. To use the blooded touch is considered the basest thing a child of the goddesses can do, but followers of Raea are permitted to shed blood in order to heal. With Crispus gone, Ariana will heal.”

Orden shifted beneath the soaking burden of Crispus’s body. “Could you kill with that?”

“I already did. From the moment I used the touch on your physician, he was a dead man. If I hadn’t finished him quickly, by calling the rest of the blood from his veins, he’d still have died within a matter of days. It would have been slow and painful.”

Orden felt a pang of regret. After all the anguish and hardship Crispus had caused Ariana, it would have been fitting for him to suffer. Ah well. Life could be wasted fretting over what might have been. Hitching the corpse up higher on his shoulder, Orden turned for camp once more.

“My lord. As I have the opportunity to ask, I would like to know why. Why are you pursuing this new war with Caervallion?” Fia’s voice called him back, and when he turned, she showed no shame over her impertinence in questioning Honoria’s sovereign. “It is unraveling every alliance you have worked so hard to forge, and it will bring great hardship to Honoria, as well as heartbreak to your queen. I may not approve of you, or of your people, but you do not strike me as a man who would relish any of those ends. So why? What possible purpose can this conflict serve?”

Orden took in a breath once more, to fortify himself against the surge of red that was sure to rise up at the wet nurse’s glaring disrespect. But it never came. With the twin weights of Crispus’s body and her question bearing down on him, he found he could not answer truthfully, but neither could he lie.

“It is necessary,” Orden ground out.

He carried on, and this time the nurse did not stop him. As Orden went, an idea began to take shape. He knew something about Fia now—something she’d be loath to have others discover. And she seemed truly devoted to Ariana, willing to risk religious censure for her queen. She’d make a useful playing piece, Orden thought, and do a creditable job as Matria. The woman was halfway to an Inver already. Let her have a cloister, the companionship of the queen, and free rein to vent that latent viciousness, and she could be the pathway to the new Honoria he desired.

Yes. If Ari would flourish with a chance to stand beneath the light of the Beloved Three again, how much brighter would she shine with a friend as Raea’s Matria? And Fia, given her loyalty to Ariana, would deny the Invers nothing if it was asked on behalf of their queen. It was all so tidy, so perfect an arrangement, that Orden felt as if he’d been struck by inspiration from the very gods.

The din of their temporary encampment reached him before he emerged onto the road. As Orden came into view with Crispus over his shoulder, gasps rose up and Gaius the guard captain hurried to him.

“My lord! Was there trouble in the woods, or some accident?”

“Neither.” Orden dropped Crispus’s body carelessly, letting it sprawl in the center of the roadway. “I felt like doing a little hunting. The game was would-be assassins.”

Gaius’s brows shot up, in surprise and consternation. “I ought to have had men follow you when you left camp, my lord. Whatever punishment you decide—”

Orden raised a hand to silence him. “Peace, Gaius. I was never in danger. It was my queen that this dog threatened.”

He let his voice ring loud at the last, so that many would hear and spread it about camp to those out of earshot. Orden had made it apparent a hundred times that he considered Ariana to be something precious and untouchable, but the Invers were a stubborn and choleric bunch, prone to forgetting what they’d already been taught when their blood was up. Evidently, they required a reminder of both their king’s temperament and his priorities.

Orden caught sight of Lucian standing in the small crowd around him, a bemused look on the spymaster’s face. Hadrian stood nearby and nodded his approval.

“Shall I dispose of this traitor’s body, Majesty?” Gaius asked with alacrity, and Orden flashed a dark look at him.

“No. Let him lie in the road and rot like the refuse he is. Then everyone who passes him by will be reminded how I protect my own.”

It was only then that Orden caught sight of Ariana at the back of the knot of people surrounding him. She held Justus cradled in her arms, and her head was bowed over him. She looked carefully away so that Orden would not be able to catch her eye, but he could see the telltale tracks of tears on her face.

He had displeased her.

A howling chasm of despair opened inside the king. All he wanted, all he’d ever wanted since the moment he first saw Ariana Lyrien, was to stand between her and danger. He knew no way to keep her safe besides this. He would defend her to his last breath, with whatever strength and power he possessed. That she misunderstood his gifts hurt him more than he cared to admit. That she refused time after time to allow him to be her shield, or to be pleased when he served as such, drove him half-mad. It was as if she touched him and drew out his blood, and he could no longer live for his consuming want of her.

Within him, the stroke of inspiration he’d felt regarding the cloister calcified into adamantine resolve. If he could create a way for her to be a little more of who she was, perhaps she could better accept Orden and all he stood for. His family’s history, his inheritances, his own predilections. If he gave her this, perhaps she would finally realize she was safe with him, and fully let down her guard.

As the onlookers began to disperse, a rasping voice spoke from very near Orden.

“You’re doing well this summer,” Afon said with the slightest hint of a smile. His flawless Honorian was guttural and harsh, and when Orden met Afon’s gaze, he read nothing but enmity there, all the way down. “Better than I expected. I had thought it would be a struggle to convince Gileta that I am a suitable replacement for her to ally with. The two of you had nothing but a veneer of civility to bind you together, and you’ve not only cracked it, but ground the shards to powder beneath your boots. I don’t have to convince Gileta of my own worthiness any longer, or that I will ever be someone she holds in anything other than contempt. We have the moon to join us, and that is enough. I wouldn’t be surprised if by the time we leave Raea’s house, I have Song Royale at my side, as you once did. I will have everything else that is yours, too, before the end. Your wife. Your children. Your throne.”

“By the time we leave Raea’s house, I will have the order of the sun and all of the Solis Plains backing me as they have never done for another Inver king,” Orden said, swearing to himself that it would be so. “Gileta’s support will pale in comparison.”

Afon let out a disdainful sound. “Dolenza will keep you on a leash and make peace the price of her support. How will you war with me then, without the fog of witchsmoke to hide behind? Meet me sword to sword on the field of battle? I don’t believe you have it in you. You’ll cower behind your wife’s skirts instead, claiming a sudden bent for Ariana’s mewling pacifism. You’re as much a gelding as that Priest of yours—best look to the child you named heir so recently, and to your queen. The boy doesn’t have the look of you, and your soria has the eyes of a woman who’s seen another man’s bed.”

“Orden.” Ariana’s voice was like cool water, her sudden presence at his side as soothing as starlight. She put her hand on Orden’s forearm, and he relaxed instinctively. “Come away, my king. A wise man doesn’t allow a simple beast to raise his temper.”

Afon laughed, and the sound grated. “Yes, follow your queen. What did I say about her skirts? Best content yourself with being behind them, for I’m sure it’s someone else getting under.”

When Ariana spoke again, there was a glint of silver Orden had never seen before in her eyes, and a ring of prophecy in her words.

“Someday,” she said quietly to Afon. “You will be in torment and beg me for death. Yes, I know you dream of such a thing, with our positions reversed. But I will not be the one in agony, with a prayer for extinction on her lips. It will be you, and I cannot say yet whether I will grant it.”

A chill ran through Orden at the timbre of his star bride’s voice and the light in her gaze. With the gentleness she wielded as force, she led him away, and when Orden looked back over his shoulder, he saw Afon watching them go, both hatred and desire writ plain in every line of him.





XVII

[image: ]


It remains a constant irritation to me, that Raea’s house persists beyond our oversight. But just as our forefathers recognized the futility of raising the ire of the people of the Solis Plains, so, too, must I. They would set fire to their crops, salt their fields, and starve themselves along with the rest of the Hand before giving up their pagan goddess and their holy women, and if there was ever any proof that such folk would make worthy Invers once drawn into our fold, it rests in that belligerence. Yet by Tyrus’s drawn blade, I cannot for the life of me find a way to complete that conquest without unleashing the famine to end all famines. So we must continue to suffer this pernicious element at the heart of our realm. Someday, though, I do not doubt a scion of mine with more understanding will subjugate Raea’s cloister in a manner I am unable to conceive of.

—FROM DARIAS INVER TO HADRIAN INVER



The quality of the air had shifted. While it had been blazing farther inland, and still and dry among the fields and olive groves, the closer to the sea the royal party drew, the more oppressive the weather became. The atmosphere was heavy and thick, a tangible thing, and the king’s retinue toiled through it, sweat-soaked in their ornate gowns and doublets. The Priest fared a little better, dressed in loose, plain linen, but he was on foot rather than mounted, and all the Invers were bareheaded. Fia, who traveled with nothing beyond the single shoulder bag she’d arrived on the mountain with, had been given a wide-brimmed straw hat along the way by a devout farmer, and while the humidity frayed Inver tempers and led to outbursts, she grew more withdrawn the longer they traveled, silent and brooding astride her mule. The Priest thought that odd—he’d expected her to calm the closer they drew to the cloister she planned to make her home.

At last, the king reached a crossroads ahead, calling back directions to the rest of the procession as he carried on.

“A few minutes now,” Fia said quietly to the sweating Priest, the first time she’d spoken in over an hour, “and everything will be better.”

He wasn’t entirely sure what she meant. Then they were in the crossroads, and he felt them moving to the east, guided by his hand resting on Fia’s stirrup. The dirt road beneath them became neatly laid paving stones, and all at once, everything was better. The air lightened. A breath of wind stirred. With it came the tang of salt.

“Nearly there,” Fia offered. He wanted her to say something more—to explain why she desired a cloistered life so fiercely, or to list some of the charms of Raea’s house for him. But she only fell back into silence. The Priest drew his hand away from the withers of her mule, relying solely on his cane and the smooth, dusty surface of the road for direction. If they drifted apart, so be it. He’d never been one to push in where he wasn’t wanted.

They carried on beside each other for another mile, the breeze growing stronger, the heat lessening its hold on them, and a hollow sense of anticipation opened up within the Priest. Fia continued to ride without speaking, lost in her own thoughts, and he was grateful for it now as he tried to work himself back into some semblance of detached and cynical Inver calm.

Then he heard Dolenza’s voice ahead, calling out a greeting to Orden. The air cooled precipitously as they passed into the shade cast by a building or a wall, and then there was sun again, and a sense of enclosure. A courtyard, the Priest thought. But he had little time for more than that, because Fia dismounted in a sudden rush, and he could hear her retreat as she ran across the cobbles.

No sooner had she left than someone spoke by his side.

“Priest,” a woman’s voice said warmly. “My name is Soria Aurelia. I am Dolenza Raeana’s right hand, and as she will be at the king’s beck and call during the court’s time here, so I place myself at your disposal. Is there anything you wish for after your journey? A meal, in the refectory or alone? Cold wash water? To be shown around the cloister, or taken to the harbor? Whatever would refresh you best, I will provide it.”

The idea of a cold wash, a change of clothes, and something to eat besides the extravagant yet borderline rancid foods the royal party insisted on, was irresistible. But the Priest couldn’t help the frown that wrote itself across his face, or the question that sprang up as Aurelia made her offer.

“Is it fitting for a highly placed soria to serve me?” he asked. “I am, after all, the head of a heretic faith.”

“You’re our guest,” Aurelia answered. “And we have no servants here. It is every soria’s pleasure and duty to serve, from the newest postulant to our Matria herself.”

“In that case, I should like to be shown to my quarters,” the Priest said. “And the cold wash you mentioned wouldn’t go amiss, nor would some food.”

It felt unaccountably strange to be making demands and to be waited upon. At court, the Priest was often solitary, spending the bulk of his time alone in the darkness of the mountain sanctuary. He emerged for banquets and court suppers when necessary, and enlisted Beneson for errands on occasion, but mostly fended for himself, choosing to get his own meals from the kitchens, and to take his own linens to various launderers in the city. It wasn’t so much a matter of independence but of practicality—life had taught the Priest to be deeply distrustful, and what was done by his own hands could not easily be used as a tool to harm him.

“As you wish,” Aurelia said. “Will you take my arm?”

The Priest swallowed back frustration, not at Aurelia, but at the world and life in general. He hated to be led, but in an unfamiliar place had little choice. It struck him then that he’d felt no such resentment toward Fia during their four days of travel together. Even after she’d begun to withdraw, each time he’d had to leave the road to do the necessary and rejoined the retinue, she’d beckoned him back with her voice. And she hadn’t invited him to use her stirrup or her ankle or the flank of her mule as a convenient guide—it had seemed like a foregone conclusion between them that he would, like an arrangement that had always existed.

Curious, the Priest thought. He wasn’t sure he liked any of that, or how the postulant’s current absence gnawed at him. He drew himself away a little, internally, and examined the sensations he felt toward her. They weren’t unpleasantly strong, nor did they give him a warning sense of weakness. He didn’t fully trust Fia, but neither did he distrust her. If she was ever to betray or harm him, it wouldn’t be out of malice or ambition, but because he’d set himself at cross-purposes with her faith, or threatened something she loved. As the Priest had no intention of doing either, it seemed safe enough to indulge the taste he’d developed for the young woman’s company.

At least for now. At least until their goals or beliefs diverged and proved irreconcilable.

Aurelia led him through a warren of corridors and courtyards, peopled with chatting sorias and laughing children. The Priest wondered where Celina was kept—the court spoke of Orden’s eldest living child so seldom she’d been forgotten, but the Priest remembered. Ariana, he was sure, remembered too. Somewhere in this good-natured, entirely alien labyrinth, there was a child with Inver blood, and he intended to become reacquainted with her before leaving.

“May I ask you something?” the Priest inquired of Aurelia as she led him through the maze of the cloister, alive with women’s and children’s voices. “Are men barred from Raea’s order? The queen has made mention of fratrias at Lyria’s cloister—they’re a rarity, from what I gathered, but they still exist. I’ve often wondered why Silith and Raea seem less open-minded than Lyria on that score, when the mother of stars is considered strictest of the Beloved Three.”

For a moment, Aurelia was silent. When she spoke, her voice was even, kept carefully devoid of emotion. “Every house of the goddesses had its fratrias before the Inver rise to power. Why Silith’s order no longer accepts them, I can’t be sure. But Raea’s fratrias were our one loss during the conquest of Honoria—they were deemed too great a threat and put to the sword by your ancestor and his forces. Perhaps the Invers no longer consider that small slaughter of note, by comparison to the butchery they did on Silith’s mountain. But we remember our fallen brothers. We honor them by leaving their places unfilled, and strive to demonstrate our harmlessness to the Invers by keeping our order strictly female.”

“Does that indeed render you harmless?” the Priest asked pointedly. Aurelia made no answer, leading him on.

A turn. Another turn. The Priest tried to keep track of them, but they stopped so often for his guide to answer questions or for sorias and cloister children to wish the Priest well, it was impossible to maintain his bearings. They’d climbed stairs twice, he knew that much—his room was on a second or third floor, but if they’d gone past a landing, it had not been wide enough for him to notice. Several times, as they passed from one corridor into another, Aurelia had asked the Priest to lower his head, though his sense of space led him to believe the ceilings were very high. He’d obeyed, supposing it was some religious matter—a sign of respect to Raea, perhaps, though he couldn’t make out why certain doorways and halls required it when others didn’t. Confusion added to his disorientation, and the Priest’s annoyance grew acute.

“Here we are,” Aurelia said brightly, stopping in the middle of a corridor. At their backs stretched a bank of windows or a balcony, open to the sea air, and the Priest suspected from the way the wind surged in carrying a heady scent of brine, that there was a view of the harbor. It was lost on him, but Aurelia’s words as he stepped into the room he’d been assigned were not.

“These are my quarters, generally. I moved out my things this morning, but the room’s been watched since then. There was no time or opportunity for anyone to tamper with it—I believe that is a standard Inver concern, which we accounted for. But if you’d like to ensure your own safety, I won’t take it as a slight.”

The Priest nodded and walked the perimeter of the room, fingertips of one hand brushing the wall, phelamon cane sweeping the ground as he found the furniture and mapped the place in his head. If Aurelia was second only to Dolenza at the cloister, then the sorias were spartan in their comforts. The room was small—smaller even than the Priest’s inherited cell at the mountain sanctuary’s heart. There was space enough for a narrow bed, a braided rug, a small desk beneath a window, a washstand with a large basin and heavy pitcher, and a little hearth. As far as the Priest could tell, the only ways in or out were through the door by which he’d entered, and the window near the desk.

“I’m sorry to have inconvenienced you,” the Priest said as he returned to Aurelia. “It wasn’t my intention to force you out of your room.”

“We’ve taken in a great number of Corrinian children,” Aurelia answered matter-of-factly. “Space is no longer something the cloister has in abundance, despite its size. And the children can only stay with us or be forced onward and out of the country. That is the law.”

“Yes,” the Priest said, working to keep from signaling either approval or disapproval. “I know it.”

Aurelia fell silent for a moment, as if she expected him to say more. To defend the Invers’ policies, or to undermine them. The Priest did neither, choosing instead to keep his own counsel.

With a sigh, Aurelia shifted, moving back into the open doorway.

“If you require anything, or wish for a guide, there is a bellpull here, beside the door,” she said. “We’re happy to serve you. Or, if you wish to make yourself free of the cloister, you’re welcome to do so. If you reach forward, you’ll find we’ve made an accommodation for you.”

The Priest put out a hand. There was the bellpull, and beside it a bundle of cords, each of them with a small metal disc tied to its end.

“Each disc is embossed with a number and an initial letter, indicating the room its cord will lead you to,” Aurelia explained. “One and an R for the refectory, two and a G for the gardens, three for the laundry, four for the chapel, and five for the sea path. The cords are marked with knots at intervals as well, grouped in the number that corresponds to their destination. A glass bead to one side of each group of knots indicates your heading—if you touch it after the knots, you’re traveling to the cord’s end destination. If you touch it before, you are returning to this room. We have no locked doors, and you’re welcome to explore the grounds and buildings at any point, but this will, perhaps, make it easier for you to navigate. Your guidelines run shoulder height through the cloister—we heard you have a similar contrivance near the ground on the mountain, but we have children to consider, and they’re prone to tripping. Better for the older among us to bow our heads while passing through a doorway or two.”

“Thank you,” the Priest said, and meant it. “And thank your Matria for her consideration. I didn’t expect the sorias to go to any trouble on my behalf.”

When Aurelia spoke again, she sounded amused. “It isn’t trouble. It is both our joy and our duty to serve, and to afford those within our walls every opportunity to flourish. You don’t strike me as someone who thrives on dependence.”

“I don’t? Shocking,” the Priest answered, slipping easily into a new degree of familiarity with the even-tempered soria. Aurelia let out a soft laugh, and the Priest was flooded with a sense of gratification. Gods, he liked the woman in spite of himself, just as he liked every other soria he’d met. There was some perverse desire in him that made their devotion and their edges and their rigorous standards, their good humor and their stubbornness and their high-minded ideals, all nigh irresistible.

“Nevertheless,” the Priest said, in an attempt to cover his feelings, “thank Dolenza for me, for making the arrangements.”

“She didn’t,” Aurelia said. “A note came to us from the castle, requesting things be laid out for you just so. All we did was follow the instructions we were given.”

He should have known. “Then I’ll thank Ariana myself. It’s like her, to consider everyone and everything.”

“The queen is a paragon, and I don’t doubt she would have done such a thing if there weren’t so much on her mind. But it was Fia who sent word and explained what was required. She was most specific. Besides petitioning the cloister for a soria’s role, she’s asked for nothing since coming here, so we were happy to oblige her.”

It would have cost Fia, the Priest knew. Both the request itself, and the sending of it. He was all but certain, given her upbringing, her ignorance about the book and the timekeeper in his cell, as well as a number of things she’d said on the road, that the postulant could neither read nor write. The cloister would remedy the situation once she became a soria, but she’d have had to ask someone to write the note for her, and Fia was prideful as they came.

Beneson. That’s who she’d have enlisted, and why the Priest hadn’t heard of her making arrangements for him beforehand. The boy was more discreet than the dead, sometimes.

“If you wish to thank our postulant, as you expressed a desire to thank either Matria Dolenza or the queen, you’ll find her in the refectory,” Aurelia said in an unreadable tone. “I should imagine she’ll be there an hour or two yet—Miriel is a favorite with both the cloister children and the sorias, so Fia will find it hard to get away quickly. Or would you prefer I send up bread and wine?”

“No,” the Priest said quickly. “No, I’ll come down.”

“Good.” Aurelia’s smile was audible once again. “I thought you might.”

Not long after, the Priest emerged from his borrowed room. Cooler, in fresh clothes, and with the dust of the road no longer clinging to him, he felt an unfamiliar sense of well-being. It was, he realized with a shock as he followed the cord marked for the refectory, the sensation of safety. He was letting his guard down. Indeed, it seemed impossible not to, in the cloister’s accommodating and convivial environment.

But he was no soria. No hapless Corrinian forced to wander in search of a nonexistent haven. No carefree farmer or merchant. He was an Inver, in a place that still stood in opposition to his family, his court, his faith, his very existence. The Priest tried to bear down on that renegade, dangerous feeling of wellness, and found it very hard to crush.

Beneath his hand, the cord came to an end, coupled with the impression of a large, echoing space opening out before him. A few low voices murmured, scattered across the refectory, but it seemed predominantly empty at midafternoon.

“Priest,” Fia said from his left, and he went to her. The Priest ran two fingers along the surface of a long table as he walked, and sat when Fia took his hand and guided him onto a bench at her side. There was a child in her arms, and he could tell from its small noises that it was Justus, not Miriel. Another young, precocious thing climbed onto his lap and began to make gruesome faces out of his features, by moving them with her hands.

“Eyes,” the older child said solemnly, pulling the Priest’s mouth downward into a frown.

“No eyes, actually,” he answered with equal gravity, and put out his tongue. The girl giggled, a high-pitched, delighted noise.

“That’s your niece, Celina,” Fia said. “She marked her third summer a few weeks ago. Neither Ariana nor Orden want to see her while they’re here, but I thought she should at least meet her little brother.”

There was a listless quality to Fia’s voice the Priest had never heard there before, and a hoarse roughness. She sounded as if, in the brief time they’d been parted, she’d been crying, not gently but fiercely—the sort of tears that brought a sick headache in their aftermath and left you feeling entirely spent.

“Fia,” the Priest said, shifting Celina onto one knee so that she fit comfortably in the crook of his arm. The child, evidently accustomed to a cloister full of friends rather than a court full of enemies, happily leaned against him and began to toy with the hem of his sleeve. “What’s gone wrong? And where’s Miriel?”

“She’s over there,” Fia said. “Across the room with Soria Beatrice and a foundling girl called Maya.”

“Not with you?”

Fia hesitated, her brief silence laden with both hurt and anger. “No. Not with me. I thought I’d be away three days, but it’s been nearer two weeks. And Miriel… she doesn’t want me any longer. Apparently, she’s not fond of strangers at this point, and I’ve become a stranger to her. Soria Beatrice says it won’t last, now I’m back, but…”

Her voice trailed off.

“Gods,” the Priest said. “I’m so sorry.”

“Yes,” Fia said, more defeated than he’d ever known her to be. “So am I. But at least Celina and I have something in common now—family that’s passed us over.”

“Miriel’s only a baby yet,” the Priest offered. “She’ll warm to you again.”

“I know. I know she will. But I had been thinking of going back to the mountain with Ariana, after all this. Of keeping my position as Justus’s nurse, and riding to the cloister for a few days each month to see Miriel. I hate to do it, and it would have been difficult, but Ariana needs someone, at least until she’s stronger, and I’m best placed to be a support for her. If Miriel’s forgetting me, though…”

Uncertainty laced the postulant’s words. The Priest could hear in her voice that she’d lost her way. The decisiveness that characterized her was gone, shattered by divided loyalties and her daughter’s rejection. That, more than anything else, brought home to the Priest how deeply Miriel mattered to Fia. He could not imagine her ever becoming lost or despairing over an action of his, or the queen’s, or even Dolenza’s. Angry or aggrieved, yes. But rudderless, no. It woke an instinctive urge in the Priest to smooth the road ahead for her as best he could.

“I don’t think anyone expects you to come back with us again,” the Priest lied. In truth, he’d assumed nothing of the kind. It hadn’t even occurred to him that this journey might mean an end to Fia’s presence at court. If he’d thought of it at all, he’d have reached that conclusion, but he hadn’t. He hated to think of Ariana being deprived of the consolation Fia provided. Equally so, he hated to think of himself returning to the cavern sanctuary and his ghosts, with no sunburst interludes of the postulant’s burning presence to enliven the endless dark.

For her sake, he feigned lightness and self-assurance. “We’ve all assumed a part of this journey was Matria Dolenza recalling you to the cloister. You’ve accomplished what she intended—bringing about the beginning of better relations between Raea’s daughters and the castle. Your coming may even be the thing that finally nudges Orden back toward peace. Besides which, Ariana’s regained much of her strength over these last few days. There’s no need for you to stay at court now.”

“You’re lying,” Fia accused.

“Yes,” the Priest owned, his altruism only carrying him so far. “Is it making you feel any better?”

“No.”

“Well, I’m afraid comforting distressed mothers isn’t a religious duty of mine,” the Priest said. As he spoke, he carefully disentangled Celina’s prying hands from a leather cord he wore around his neck, a piece of petrified wood that had supposedly fueled the first Inver fire suspended from the end of it. “If you want a blood sacrifice, I’ve become very efficient at them. If you want a shoulder to cry on, better ask Matria Dolenza instead.”

Fia let out an undignified snort. “I can’t see myself ever crying on Matria Dolenza’s shoulder.”

“Such an arrangement,” Dolenza’s voice said from the refectory doorway, “would surely be disagreeable for both of us.”

Several people entered the refectory in Dolenza’s wake, sweeping over to the table where the Priest and Fia sat.

“Dolenza, Orden, Ariana, Lucian, and Gaius,” Fia breathed to the Priest before they were in earshot. There followed a general commotion as the Inver party sat, Dolenza on the Priest’s right, and Lucian just past her. Orden took the place across from Fia, with Ariana at his side and Gaius solicitously flanking the queen. All this, the Priest knew from Fia’s whispered commentary, and from his own attempts to track voices as seats were chosen and remarks made on the size and brightness of the refectory.

“Here we are, brother,” Orden said as Dolenza called to one of the sorias to fetch food and wine. “First king and first Priest to set foot in Raea’s house. What do you think of it all?”

There was a hungriness and a satisfaction in his voice that immediately put the Priest on guard. It was the same air Orden had worn during their younger years, whenever he was certain of some new conquest or acquisition of power. All at once Fia placed Justus in the Priest’s arms, gathered up Celina, and strode away. The Priest wondered at that—perhaps Ariana had been showing some sign of distress over her cast-off daughter’s presence.

“I haven’t been in Raea’s great cloister nearly long enough to have made up my mind,” he answered Orden with impenetrable reserve. Given present company, he wouldn’t have shared his impressions for the world.

Fia’s empty place felt cold, in a sanctuary built for heat.

A little procession of sorias arrived and busied themselves with setting platters of food down before Orden and his inner circle. It was nothing like the ornate fare the court lived on—pheasant and venison and mutton, barley bread and egg puddings and dainties concocted from mountain berries and moraine pine syrups. Instead there were the scents of exquisitely soft, herb-encrusted wheat loaves. Sun-roasted vegetables sliced thin and drizzled with honey. Poached fish, steaming gently, the flesh flaking from the bone. Summer wine, the vintage older than the Priest himself, smelling of oak and vine-ripened fruit, of sea wind and the sun-soaked earth.

“Gods, Matria,” Orden said with an appreciative groan as he took a first mouthful. “You sit down here by the sea and eat like a king every day.”

“Not every day,” Dolenza answered, sounding amused. “We are, for the most part, more sparing in our habits. But on feast days and important occasions, yes, we enjoy the abundance Raea has blessed us with. I consider this a most noteworthy event, and I will not prevaricate, Majesty. It is not the way of the daughters of the sun to waste words, or to dance around what must be said. So let us not wait but speak plainly and at once.”

Orden made no answer, and it chafed the Priest, not to be able to see his face, and to read disapproval or acceptance there.

“These are the terms for a new alliance between your castle and my cloister.” It was not precisely steel that the Priest heard ringing in Dolenza’s voice, but strength unbending. He knew there would be no haggling over what she offered. Either her terms would be accepted, or they would walk away from this table with things remaining as they always had between Raea’s house and the Inver dynasty. Nothing lost by Dolenza, but no progress made. It was only Orden who stood to lose here, and the Priest shifted restlessly, knowing his brother would divine that and be pricked by it.

“Firstly, it is my understanding that the alliance with Gileta and Song Royale, which Your Majesty depends upon to fuel your war in Vesper, has reached an end. It is not my desire to see Honorians suffer and die needlessly across the sea. Though we enrich the Solis Plains with the incaendium produced by this cloister, the plains are fertile even without it. I would be willing to provide your clan with fully half of our incaendium over the period of five years, in order to ease a slow withdrawal of our people from Vesper without allowing for a wholesale slaughter of Honorians. You needn’t declare Vesper a victor in the war, or surrender in any way. You must simply remove all Honorians from Vesperin soil in a measured and timely fashion. This would be the cost of incaendium provided to you by Bright Raea.”

The Priest shifted, pulse loud in his ears. Dolenza must have been considering this for a very long time, she spoke so decisively and laid out such ambitious terms.

“Secondly,” the Matria went on, relentless in her demands, “the Inver coffers are strained near to breaking by their various conflicts. I am prepared to offer a tithe given free and clear, of a tenth of every harvest the Solis Plains produces, to be honored for your lifetime and the lifetime of your son. That will go far toward improving your clan’s fortunes—while several of you are wealthy, most eke out a scant existence as petty lordlings on Honoria’s least abundant lands, and I cannot imagine the tax revenue from your own people is especially bountiful. A tithe from Raea’s house would enrich the crown, and ease some of the strain upon those whose lands and incomes support it. In exchange for this tithe, we require an assurance sworn before our own goddess and the Inver gods, that Honoria will not make war with Caervallion again.”

It was then, at the worst possible moment, that Afon spoke from the far end of the table, near the wide entryway to the refectory. He must have come in while Dolenza laid out her requirements, and the Priest felt his shoulders tense at the sound of the Caervallin king’s grating voice.

“Very good, Matria. This is quite the muzzle you’ve created for your Inver cur. I should very much like to see him put his head into it willingly, and smother on its confines.”

To her credit, Dolenza brooked no interruption or interference. “This is an Honorian matter and does not concern Caervallion. Soria Aurelia, please escort our guest to the harbor, and show him the fishing fleet. Bring Gileta’s and Corrin’s representatives with you as well; we’ve no need for outside company at present.”

Even that display of authority would undoubtedly irk Orden.

“That is nearly all,” the Matria said, returning her attention to the table and the matter at hand as Soria Aurelia genially solicited Afon’s company, and their steps retreated. “Our last offer is a gift, with nothing required in exchange. There is an estate house twenty miles south of here, with five hundred acres of choice vineyards in its keeping. Traditionally, it has always been passed from one Matria to the next, to afford them a discretionary income throughout their service and fund a retirement afterward. I have deeded it over to Justus Inver, as a naming present for our future king.”

There was a rustle of parchment as the document passed between her and Orden. The Priest held his breath—whatever unbearable tensions he’d felt in his mountain sanctuary, surrounded by ghosts, it was nothing to what he experienced now, waiting for Orden’s response to the sun’s living mouthpiece.

When the king spoke, it was with the easy lack of care he would have shown in remarking on the weather.

“A worthy gift,” Orden said, “and one which we readily receive on our son’s behalf. As for the rest, it will not surprise you to hear that we find it wholly unacceptable. Regardless of any lack of accord between us, though, I should very much like to see the extent of Raea’s house, and of her holdings.”

His easiness faded at the last, replaced by the hunger the Priest had initially heard, and a faint scheming note. It would sound like no more than interest to those who did not know Orden well, but the Priest had been reared with him. Orden’s pointed desire for Raea’s cloister could only end with him trying for it in some unexpected fashion. Just as no one had seen his sudden blazing rise to power coming, so, too, they would not be able to anticipate whatever he had planned for the cloister. Dolenza, in her wisdom, wished for unity, but Orden only ever wished for authority under the guise of allegiance. This the Priest knew as well as he knew his own soul.

It would end in bloodshed, he thought to himself with a slight shake of his head. Didn’t it always, when his people were involved?





XVIII
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Before any creature yet had eyes to see, there was light. Before any being yet had ears to hear, there was music. Without a single soul to desire or serve them, the three sisters danced and sang in their own sacred brightness, and we are all but echoes of that movement, that song, that illumination.

—A TEACHING OF THE BELOVED THREE



Ariana’s brief glimpse of Celina had been worse than torture.

To Ari, Celina remained caught in time, still as tiny and helpless and new as she’d been the day she was given over to a soria. Seeing her not as an infant but as a child, capable of walking and speaking, wearing her mother’s dark eyes and her father’s determined chin, cut to the bone. It was a visceral reminder of everything Ariana had missed. Three years of life, and all Celina’s many firsts. First foods and words and steps and adventures. She knew nothing of the small girl’s temperament or habits. All she knew was a baby that no longer existed—a little thing who she’d held to her breast and nourished with her own body, the two of them close in a way Ariana had never known before or since, save for a few fleeting moments with Justus.

The Celina of Ariana’s remembering was gone. The Celina who existed now was a product of Raea’s cloister and knew nothing of her mother or the Invers. So Ariana subsumed her heartbreak, as she’d always done, in the completion of her duties. Orden had warned her that the two brief council sessions he’d endured in Inverlyn had not gone well, and that there was no reason for another attempt at an accord between the nations of the Hand. No one had come to the cloister for peace, he said, but for a glimpse of Dolenza’s vast holdings. Still, Ariana had prevailed upon her king to allow one last conference. Dolenza offered the use of the refectory, and on their first full day at the cloister, Ariana went down to be sure all was ready.

The refectory was fiercely clean and attractive in a spare, serviceable way. Its windows looked out only to courtyards and laundry yards and vegetable gardens, rather than to the fertile plains or the dreaming sea. Back home in Inverlyn, Ariana’s council chamber was a round room at the very pinnacle of the castle’s tallest spire. Long, open windows ringed the space, so that it was unusable during the colder months but showed the glories of Honoria to full advantage the rest of the year. Mountain wind swept through that room, cleansing it of built-up ill will and festering ambition. To the south and the east stretched the foothills and the plains and beyond them the sea. To the west, the shadowy forested lands that ran league after league to Honoria’s farthest coast. And to the north, the bulk of the mountain showed, gray and weathered, with stunted conifers and alpine flowers clinging to its crags.

Ariana had chosen her council chamber carefully, to inspire high feeling and to cast Honoria in the best possible light. Dolenza had simply offered the cloister’s largest room, already furnished with conveniently sized tables. Sometimes, the practicality of Raea’s daughters drove the queen to distraction.

She picked her way around the table drawn over to the refectory’s center, stopping at each place to see if her orders had been followed. At the head, where Orden would sit, was a decanter of summer wine he’d waxed eloquent about the previous day. Gileta would be to his right, and Ariana had picked a small posy of star-shaped dune flowers just for the Imperatrice’s place. Gileta was fond of flowers, particularly if they were simple, and she would enjoy the tiny blossoms.

Ariana had agonized over where to seat Afon. By rights, he ought to be placed at Orden’s left. It would be an insult to put him anywhere else. But it was inviting disaster to seat the two kings side by side. Ariana could sit at Orden’s left hand, but Afon would certainly view it as a wordless jibe. Gwylen could not take precedence over her sovereign, nor Lucian or Hadrian over a king. To seat the Arbiter or Arbitress at Orden’s side would be the worst choice of all.

Briefly, she’d considered Dolenza. It would be fitting to honor Raea’s Matria and reciprocate her act of goodwill in inviting the Invers to her cloister. But tradition excluded the Matria from affairs of state, and Ariana instinctively shied away from allowing her to be present. Orden looked at Dolenza and the cloister with naked hunger, and it was plain that the Matria had never truly intended any alliance to come of this visit, not with the terms she’d listed the previous day. It seemed to Ariana that Dolenza was testing Orden, goading him into some rash and ill-considered action, and the queen felt a growing sense of foreboding, along with a compulsion to break her king’s focus on the cloister whenever possible.

Prevailing upon the Priest to attend council had been a stroke of inspiration. Ariana accosted him the night before and found him unexpectedly willing. Though he’d always kept clear of Honoria’s governance whenever possible, he’d owned to Ariana that perhaps doing so had been the wrong choice. Were he more present, he might have known Orden meant to begin a new war before it had been planned and announced. So. The Priest would take the seat to Orden’s left, and Afon would not be slighted.

Ariana had thought long and hard about what token to leave for him. At last she’d settled on something practical—a velvet pouch of dried paschalflower, for use in the tonic the Priest drank. For Afon, she had a new knife sheath, decorated with beaten silverwork, and for Gwylen, a fine new quill made from an elegant seabird feather. Before the Arbiter and Arbitress’s places, she set two small purses of Honorian coin. The impersonal nature of the gifts, and the implication that Corrin must depend on charity, would not be lost on anyone present.

Ariana’s own place was at the foot of the table and set with the trappings of a scribe. She’d always personally written out the contracts and edicts and trade agreements that resulted from such meetings, while the other delegates sealed and signed them. Dropping into her seat, she toyed idly with a stoppered inkpot. There was still time before the others arrived, and Ariana was deeply troubled. Celina’s nearness weighed on her. Ellimere’s absence was an open wound. Who Justus would someday become haunted her every waking moment. And Orden—Orden was worst of all.

He’d been so attentive and solicitous to her on the road, after Crispus’s death. It always bewildered Ariana, that a man who was capable of such brutality toward others, who’d murdered his way to the throne, could be unfailingly gentle with her. Oh, she’d sparked his temper once or twice through mishap or miscalculation, but he’d never turned the full force of it on her. He was controlled, her Inver king, despite his quick passions and rages.

Since arriving at the cloister, his attention had grown more marked. Last night, in the privacy of their own chamber, he’d encouraged her to speak of her past as a soria. Ariana had never breathed a word of that old life to him. Lyria and Orden were anathema to each other, and she would never be able to reconcile them, so she preferred to keep them entirely separate. But Orden had coaxed and cajoled, until she owned that yes, the very rhythms and certainties of cloister life still called to her and soothed her soul as nothing else had ever done.

“If there’s a chance for you to join the sorias during our stay—to sing, or pray, or speak, whatever it is they do—I hope you’ll take it,” Orden had said to her the night before, from across Dolenza’s borrowed room. He stood by the window unlacing the front of his doublet, and though there were a few faint lines at the corners of his eyes that had not been there upon their first meeting, Ariana’s king looked regal as always—the very picture of a ruler born from fire and ambition.

Fia and Justus were housed elsewhere, and Orden seemed pleased to take on the role of Ariana’s attendant himself. He’d already helped her to undress, and to brush her long black hair. Just being in Raea’s cloister seemed to have rekindled Orden’s desire for her from an ember to a flame. It had burned low, by necessity, while she carried Justus and the small lost daughter of whom neither of them spoke. But within the cloister walls, Orden couldn’t seem to keep his eyes or his hands or his mouth off Ariana. He reached for her beneath tables, twining his fingers through her own. He stopped for kisses in the corridors or walked with a hand on her waist, and nuzzled at the curve of her neck while brushing her hair.

Though Ariana still bled, it had lessened considerably without Crispus’s destructive touch. She was stronger and felt almost well. When Orden had removed his doublet and breeches and washed, donning a clean, cedar-scented nightshirt, Ari found herself on her knees before him, all of her own accord. He’d sat on the edge of Dolenza’s bed, and she’d taken him into her mouth with her lips that once sang Lyria’s most sacred hymns. When he’d come undone, in a jolting rush of salt and heat and power, he bent over Ariana and breathed in the scent of her dark hair. He swore to her that they were perfect together, that their son was perfect, and that the Honoria they’d leave him would be perfect too.

Starved for lack of something to worship, Ariana wanted to believe him. To believe in him. To have herself a king, if she could not have a goddess. And then he’d repeated his desire to her, that she should join the sorias at their worship if the opportunity arose.

“Yes, my lord,” she answered quietly, taking his hand when he stood and held it out to her.

“I have something for you,” Orden said, drawing Ari to her feet.

She gave him an uncertain look. The king turned from her, bent, and pulled a phelamon wood box from beneath the bed. It was light, the slips of wood thin, the whole thing hardly thicker than a book, though at least twice the length and width of one. Setting it down on the bed, Ariana opened the lid and froze.

Within the box, smelling of spices and night air, familiar as a second skin, lay her soria’s habit. The deep blue of the fabric had not faded. The silver stars embroidered around the neck still shone as bright as ever.

“I asked you to give it to me,” Orden said. “Our first night together, after you’d given me everything else. Your body, your mark, your faith. Do you remember? I said I would keep it safe for you.”

“Yes,” Ariana whispered. “I remember.”

“Will you wear it for me here, and worship as you used to once more?”

Ariana shut her eyes against the tears that burned behind them. She wanted to. She hated to. Just the idea of putting the habit on again felt like a lie, and like her dearest truth.

But she had given way to temptation, pulling the garment from its box, and then over her head. It settled around her as softly and loosely as ever, as if the past seven years were no more than a dream. When she slipped her hands into the pockets, she found them still full of small grains of meadowstar seed.

“My queen,” Orden said, a note of awe in his voice. “Since the moment I laid eyes on you, I’ve never wanted anything more.”

Now, it was apparent that he wanted something besides Ariana. Something to do with the cloister. There was a sea change occurring, made from his unspoken desire and the tensions at council and his new acceptance of Ariana’s past. With a sinking sense of dread, Ari had begun to suspect that he would try for governance of the cloister in some way, in order to fuel his other wars. Not one of his forefathers had managed to wrest control of the place from its Matria and sorias and the people of the Solis Plains, but Orden was, in many ways, not much like his predecessors.

With Ariana still deeply troubled by such thoughts, the council delegates arrived.

They came through the door en masse, an unlikely gathering of sovereigns. Orden first, always determined to take precedence, with Lucian and Hadrian flanking him like faithful hounds despite Ariana’s request that they be left behind. The spymaster was saying something in his soft, wicked voice, forcing the king to incline his head a little to hear. The Priest trailed behind them, obviously and intentionally alone. Next Gileta and Afon, speaking to one another in low and private tones. And last the Arbiter and Arbitress.

For the first time since she’d taken the role of Honoria’s queen, Ariana exercised her full rights. As the rulers of the Hand swept toward her, she remained seated. Even for Orden, she did not kneel, because to do so would have left her on her knees for the others. She was deeply gratified when he came to her first, rather than assuming his place at the head of the table. The others parted around them like water passing rock, while Orden took Ariana’s hand in his own and kissed it.

“My queen,” he said, and the smile he offered her was more an expression of the eyes than the mouth.

Ari stayed as she was while he sat, and the rest of the delegates saw their tokens. Gileta held the dune flowers to her face. The Priest tucked his paschalflower away in one pocket. The Arbiter and Arbitress both flushed, sweeping the purses onto their laps and out of sight. Afon took in the knife sheath, and his eyes narrowed. Doubtless he understood what Ariana intended—that it was not just a gift, but a reminder that her king had already held Afon’s life in his hands once, and allowed him to live only at Ariana’s request.

It was Orden who spoke to begin the council session, but he did so at a look from his queen. All at once, she understood why he claimed the attempts at mediation in Inverlyn had gone so poorly.

“Let us end this charade today,” Orden said bluntly, without so much as an apologetic glance in Ari’s direction. “The value of forthrightness has been brought home to me since arriving at Raea’s house. My terms to renew peace with Caervallion and end preparations for war are simple—for the good of his people, Afon Caervallin must go into exile, leaving the Hand behind entirely. Let him never set foot in these lands again, and I will not raise a sword or an army against Caervallion in his absence.”

Afon’s answering laugh was a guttural sound of utter contempt and disregard.

“Nothing will sway me in this resolution,” Orden said, his chin jutting out in answering stubbornness. “No threats or bribes or pleading. So, Gileta, you may as well do what you came for and break off your relations with Honoria.”

The Imperatrice rose to her feet in a single fluid gesture of disdain.

“Do you know, I had honestly thought you different than your father and his father before him?” she said scathingly. “I would never have dreamed of treating with Darias and Tobin. Not until your rule did I so much as cross Honoria’s border. I was a fool to think an offshoot of your line might be anything other than tainted and bitter fruit rising from cursed roots. Soria, take word to my retinue. We depart for Song Royale—our business here is at an end.”

Ariana sat numbly as Gileta left. She stared down at the table before her, strewn with her careful preparations and the abrupt ruin of her final hopes for peace.

Afon rose next, with Gwylen following suit. As he passed Ariana, his hand brushed her shoulder as if by mistake, but his touch burned like fire. In a flash, she was at his mercy again, his grip crushing her throat, the world fading to nothing but the understanding that she would not, could not, ever beg for such a man. She’d tear the soul from her body and cast it into eternal darkness before suffering that abasement.

Orden was speaking to Hadrian and the Priest seemingly without a care, and when the three of them wandered off, absorbed in their conversation, Ariana’s heart broke within her. She sat still as a stone for a long while, alone in the refectory.

Or so she thought.

“Do you know why we’re here?” an all-too-familiar voice asked from the back of the room. Ariana remained motionless as Lucian appeared and dropped into Orden’s chair at the head of the table, offering her an insubordinate smile as he did. “No, of course you don’t. You’re always out of your depth when it comes to the Invers. Not once have you truly understood our ways.”

“Enlighten me, then,” Ariana said wearily. Lyria’s light, he exhausted her. Even other members of the court were chary of Lucian, who had a gift for being in just the wrong place at the wrong time.

Lucian poured himself a glass from Orden’s untouched decanter of summer wine and took a meditative sip before answering. “We’re here for the cloister, of course. Orden means to take it. I’ve already begun planning for Dolenza’s removal in the very near future. You do know what I mean by removal, yes?”

It might not be true. Ariana hoped it was not, and that he was only trying to wound her. But she could not be certain until she asked Orden directly.

“Do you know what the difference is between you and I?” Ariana rose and drifted across the refectory. “You’ve always assumed I’m a fool because you disapprove of my ways. I disapprove of yours, too, but I’d never consider you foolish because of it. Only dangerous, and proud, and utterly loathsome. Someday, I suspect your arrogance will catch up with you.”

She was nearly to the door when Lucian brought her up short.

“Make me an offer,” he said. “When I say you fail to understand the Invers, this is part of it—any proper queen with a king as tractable and generous as Orden would have outbid him and had me in her pocket years ago. So make me an offer for Dolenza Raeana’s life.”

Lucian did not speak of tractability or generosity as if they were admirable traits, but Ariana was desperate enough to consider his proposition. She thought carefully, taking stock of her meager possessions. For a queen, she was hardly well-endowed. She’d come to Inverlyn with no dowry, owning nothing besides the kirtle she wore. Though Orden presented her with whatever jewels his family had pillaged from Vesper, she’d sent away the choicest of them. Her household allowance was far more than she could ever spend on herself or her nonexistent courtiers, but most was given quietly to Dolenza, to aid in the resettlement of Corrinian refugees.

Lucian, of course, knew it, and fixed her with a canny look. “Again, a failure of understanding. A true Inver queen would know how to make her own conquests, enriching herself and strengthening her throne.”

“Where do you suggest I begin, if I wish to comport myself as an Inver queen?” Ariana asked. Small-minded men who believed themselves brilliant were always eager to air their intelligence.

“You have one treasure for which you could ask a very high price.” Lucian set his elbows on the table and steepled his fingers together, tapping them against his chin. “If you come with me now, and name your sum, there is nothing Afon Caervallin would not pay to see you kneel.”

An involuntary shudder of disgust ran through Ariana.

“Why?” she asked in disbelief. “Why should he desire that so fiercely? What can it possibly mean to him, that one woman who holds him in the lowest regard should not bend to his will?”

Lucian shrugged. “The allure of what still lies unconquered cannot be explained to someone who is not born with the wit to understand. There is the small matter of your subservience to Orden, too—there is nothing our king possesses which Afon does not crave. He would empty half his treasury in exchange for a few minutes with you on your knees before him. You might easily purchase Dolenza’s life with that. You might even hire a quiet and skillful knife in the dark to dispatch Afon and end your troubles. What irony, to cut him off with largesse earned by sating his desires.”

But that was where Lucian strained the bounds of credulity.

“Orden has already commissioned you several times to end Caervallion’s king,” Ariana said, cool and queenly once more. “You have always failed. Either you cannot or will not kill Afon Caervallin, and I may be a fool, but I am not foolish enough to believe you would ever accomplish for me what you cannot for Orden. So you can tell your master—whichever one you happen to be serving at the moment—that I will lie dead in a pool of my own entrails before I abase myself for Afon. He could burn all of Honoria and Corrin besides, and still he will not get me on my knees.”

She swept out of the room with her heart hammering in her chest, and the bitter taste of victory in the back of her throat.



That afternoon, Ariana lay in wait for Orden, pacing the confines of their small borrowed room. The moment his voice resounded in the hall, she stopped at the chamber’s center and stood, pulse racing, palms slick with sweat. The door opened and shut, admitting the overwhelming presence that was Orden, and Ariana fixed the king with her dark gaze, desperation shining from her.

“Please,” she begged. “Please, Orden, don’t do this. Don’t tamper with Raea’s house, or ravage the Hand by choosing another war. If you have ever loved me, set these new endeavors aside.”

Orden came to her and cupped her face with his hands.

“Ariana,” he said with conviction. “I loved you from the first because of your faith. And I have learned from you—for seven years, I’ve given you faith of my own, letting you do as you saw fit, backing you in all your trades and treaties. For the next while, I need you to bend your faith toward me. To trust that I have the good of Honoria and our son—indeed, your own good—at heart. It is for you I make my choices. For Justus. For our kingdom. For all of the Hand.”

“What hold does Afon have over you?” she whispered. “Why can he move you to violence and leave me powerless by comparison?”

For the first time, Orden’s composure slipped. He let go his hold on Ariana and ran a hand across his face, a rare and fleeting glimpse of a spirit in turmoil. For the briefest moment, she thought he would speak. Saw him about to bare his mind and his soul to her. Instead, Orden took her habit from where it lay waiting on their bed. He placed it within Ariana’s grasp, and she felt the dearly loved warp and weft of it.

“Wear this tonight,” he said. “And remember how I love you, my queen—every part of you.”

“You don’t know what you’re asking of me,” Ariana murmured in anguish, and Orden met her gaze with a sorrow that burned.

“Neither do you.”

His arms closed around her, and something inside Ariana shattered. She felt safe with him. She should not—she did not understand him, and everything they most desired was at terrible odds—yet with Orden she felt a comfort and security she had not even found before Lyria’s most sacred shrine.

They did not go down to dinner. Instead they lay together, with Ariana in her soria’s garb, and watched the sun set over the gilded sea. Ariana wanted so badly to cleave to him—to offer the faith he asked for. And yet everything she still worked toward, privately and quietly, was in opposition to his very name and blood and the course he’d set himself on. Ariana wished there could be two of her. One to love the goddess Lyria and the way of peace, and one to love her Inver king.

As the light grew long and dusky, sonorous bells rang out across the cloister, sounding the evening call to worship. Then Ariana let Orden take her by the hand and draw her out into the corridor. Several of his attendants were waiting, and she tried not to mind the caught breaths at the sight of the habit she’d long ago put aside, or the charged looks that passed between them, or the whispers that rose up as Honoria’s king and apostate queen swept by.

The response in the chapel was worse. Several of Raea’s sorias broke out into shocked murmurs. Fia’s gaze was a palpable weight, fixing on Ariana from where she sat at the head of the chapel, near the feet of an outsized statue of Raea in her matron’s guise, holding a sheaf of wheat with a child at her side. Beside Fia stood the Raean altar, once white marble, now stained an earthen color somewhere between crimson and rust, a testament to centuries of sacred women’s blood offered there.

Dolenza, as she met the king’s party, did not even register surprise at Ariana’s habit. She settled Orden and his people near the center of the chapel, where the sound of the sorias’ singing could be heard to best advantage, then drew Ariana onward.

There were no benches in the chapel, only the solid stone floor spread with reeds and linen mats. Ariana sank down at Fia’s side and saw the Priest come in as she did so. He looked painfully uncertain, and had Justus cradled in one arm.

“Ari,” Fia said under her breath, the words sparking with intensity. “What are you doing?”

“I don’t know,” Ariana confessed, everything within her a maelstrom of conflicting emotion. “Fia, I—”

But Dolenza raised her hands, plunging the chapel into silence.

“This summer, under Raea’s fullest and most blessed light, we welcome unprecedented guests,” she said in a voice that carried. “Orden Inver, his wife and child, and the people of their household. We offer them honor and a show of our earnest regard. Soria Aurelia, if you will?”

Aurelia stepped forward from where she stood at the chapel’s side, holding an ungainly bundle. Moving to the back of the altar, she set her burden down and removed the cloth that covered it. Another ripple of shock passed through the sorias as they saw what it was—a metal brazier holding live coals.

“From the heart of the Invers’ mountain, we have summoned a flame. And rather than an offering of blood or plenty, tonight on our altar, we light an Inver fire.”

Ariana scanned the gathered worshipers, seeking Orden’s face. He was rapt, his eyes fixed on the altar, the same look on his face she’d seen a thousand times.

Satisfaction. Hunger. Desire.

He wanted the cloister, he wanted the devotion of Raea’s children, and by blurring the lines between their faiths in pursuit of peace, Dolenza only stoked the coals of that longing.

At the back of the chapel, one of the oldest sorias stood and left, an expression of disgust twisting her mouth into a frown. Another followed her, and another, and if it troubled Dolenza in the least, not a sign of it showed on her ageless, unreadable face. The Priest, by contrast, shifted uncomfortably in his place by the door, all but wincing each time a soria took her leave.

A heavy, breathless air of anticipation hung over the chapel. Small flames crackled in the quiet—an alien sound in a sanctuary devoted to the Beloved Three. Ariana had never felt an atmosphere so fraught, as Dolenza let the silence stretch on and on.

At last, the queen could bear it no longer. She scrambled to her feet, and Fia followed like a shadow. Moving to the altar, Ariana bowed her head to Dolenza and Aurelia in turn.

“Matria,” she said. “May I?”

Dolenza nodded. Taking Fia by the hand, Ariana stepped forward. She faced all those gathered—the sorias who’d stayed, the handpicked members of Orden’s court, the king himself, the Priest and her infant son. The cloister children were in bed, and Ariana was glad of that—she could not have done what she was about to if Celina had been there. If she’d been forced to reckon with tangible evidence of all the things she’d surrendered thus far, in her impossible quest to live up to Lyria’s highest precept.

With Fia’s hand still in hers, Ariana opened her mouth and began to sing. All before her was darkness and confusion, and into that twilight of the soul, Ariana made music to the goddess of peace she still loved above all else.

She chose one of the oldest hymns of the Beloved Three—a song made for three voices, one to represent each of the divine sisters. It began sweet and transcendent, Ariana’s voice rising alone to the far wooden roofbeams and the smoke from the Inver fire gathered there. The hymn was one without words, a call and a cry to break and remake weary hearts. Ariana abandoned herself utterly to her worship—in it alone had she ever found freedom, and the perfection she so devoutly sought. Her voice spiraled beyond them all, leaving the cloister behind, reaching to the gathering night itself, and the stars springing to life across its dark expanse.

Through the darkness, intertwining with the music she worked, there came a lower, achingly sublime sound. Matria Dolenza, lending her voice not for Raea but for Silith, singing the call of the moon who pulled the tides along the shores, the blood through women’s veins, moving the dim and mysterious things of the world as she waxed and waned. Dolenza’s voice joined Ariana’s, most often in harmony, occasionally shifting into a note or two of transcendent unison. In their singing together, Ariana found her confusion over her goddess, over Orden, over Honoria’s fate and the politic games of nations, all slipping away. There was only this. There was light. There was music. There was the welcome darkness and silence in between.

Ariana thought she could hold no further drop of joy, no fuller measure of bliss. Then, springing to life in warmth and power, Fia’s voice joined them like the sunrise. She sang for Raea as she lived for Raea—fiercely, whole-heartedly, with an energy and conviction that put Ariana to shame. She was the welcome light of day, the heat of midsummer and the slender, treasured hours of winter solstice. She was life and growth and well-being, the mother who fed and nurtured and healed. Her singing cast out the last remnants of shadow that existed between Ariana and Dolenza, between Lyria and Silith, leaving them bathed in the divine illumination that surpassed all others—the full and blessed light of the Beloved Three.

Separately, their voices rose, each taking the required part. Then in a last burst of music, a moment of pure peace, they fell into unison, rejoining the realm of the human and mortal and flawed with a final sustained note.

Silence fell in the chapel. How long they’d made their music for, Ariana couldn’t say. When they’d begun, the last pale blue of dusk still stained the western sky. Now it was fully dark, Silith sailing high in the long, open windows, the night a glory of burning stars.

On Raea’s altar, the flame Aurelia kindled had died utterly, not even a spark of it remaining.

There were still lanterns fitted with beeswax candles that bathed the sanctum with a golden glow. By their light, Ariana searched the gathered faces again. The sorias were in a state of near ecstasy—most had not even hoped to hear such music in their lifetime, Lyria’s daughters were now so few and so hated, Silith’s so wary and suspicious. A few of the royal party looked far away, as if the music had moved them in ways they hadn’t expected. Most seemed untouched, closed off and carefully guarded in this den of ancient and pagan worshipers.

It was Orden who mattered most. He’d wanted this from her—asked her for faith and for worship. She’d shown him the truest thing about her, which was what she had left of both. Eagerly, Ariana sought him with her eyes, and a chill ran through her as she found a war-ground on the king’s face. Thwarted passion, yearning, and envy all battled for supremacy in him. It had been too much, too quickly, Ariana realized with a sinking sense of dread. She’d shown more than she ought to have, laying bare the farthest recesses of her soul that still rested incandescent and untouched, beyond the grasp of kings.

He wanted to know and possess her utterly, and she had revealed a hidden truth long understood by the daughters of the Three—that nothing and no one could be utterly known, just as they could not be possessed. The highest calling a soul could answer was not to grasp for more, but to give, pouring oneself out over and over again as an offering, not of sacred blood, but of the sacred will.

Orden Inver, however, believed his will to be indomitable, inviolable, and a thing to which all others must bend. He’d been taught so from the cradle and reaffirmed that belief when he took the throne. Supremacy was both his crown and his shackle—the thing that raised him above others, and kept him chained there.

Tearing her gaze from Orden, Ariana’s attention fell inadvertently on the Priest. He still stood by the doorway, cast into intermittent light and shadow by the flickering lanterns. The Priest held Justus close, as if their nearness was important to him, as if the presence of the baby could comfort him from some hidden hurt. And after a moment, Ariana realized it was not only the shadows playing back and forth across the Priest that made it seem as if he trembled.

Though he could shed no tears, she saw by the heavy movement of his shoulders that he wept.

Dolenza drew the queen and Fia to the altar of the sun goddess, for the moment of silent reflection that followed an offering of song. Beyond them, the crowd gathered in the sanctuary began to disperse.

“Matria,” Ariana whispered, daring to breach their shared reverie. “I have a warning. I beg you to take care, for I fear that in order to make your realm his own, my king means to bring about your downfall.”

Dolenza only smiled, her eyes shut, her face uplifted to the likeness of the sun. “Orden Inver is not mine to check or govern, but yours. What will be, will be.”

“Matria,” Fia began entreatingly, and Dolenza raised a hand.

“No. Fia, you’re dismissed.”

With reluctance, the postulant moved away, and robbed of Fia’s presence, Ariana found herself angry.

“You’ve been goading Orden,” she accused, still in a murmur. “Why? What possible purpose can it serve?”

Dolenza opened her eyes and fixed Ariana with her relentless gaze. “Consider that perhaps he himself is the goad, used against a power I have previously failed to move. Watch carefully in the coming days and choose wisely, Ariana Cultellus. I repeat: Orden is not mine, but yours. The fate of this cloister, of Honoria, and of the Hand rests in your care.”





XIX
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Mother of all, guide us rightly

Grower of fields, bless us brightly

Cast your gaze on our lands

Hold our fate in your hands

And when your judgment falls,

Let it fall lightly.

—A SONG OF THE SOLIS PLAINS



Fia slept little, given Justus’s growing appetite. It was more wearying sometimes to pretend she might sleep than to sit up until dawn. So she did as she had during the earliest days of Miriel’s infancy and took herself to the chapel when rest could not be had during the smallest hours of the night. Seated on the floor against the back wall nearest the doorway, she leaned her head against cool stone and thought of the music she’d made with Dolenza and Ariana, and of the warning Ariana had delivered. Her soul was a maelstrom within her, unsettled and storm-ridden, and it grew more turbulent still when Imperatrice Gileta ghosted in, along with Ambassador Gwylen.

Silver moonlight poured into the chapel, a luxuriance of it cascading through the leaded glass windows and limning everything with silver. The two women moved silently and in tandem, one ebony, the other olive, and Fia was struck for a moment by their beauty. Gileta was Song Royale, as the postulant was learning—its fine, understated elegance, its perfect restraint and gracefulness. And Gwylen was Caervallion in a way that Afon never would be. She moved like a creature of the pathless forest, and there was ancient knowing in her gaze and the stealth of her tread.

“Imperatrice,” Fia said with a dip of her head, both to show respect and to indicate her presence. The last thing she needed was to stir up trouble because two such formidable guests believed she’d been eavesdropping. “I thought you and your retinue had taken leave of Raea’s house.”

The women turned, and Gwylen’s teeth bared in a smile that unnerved Fia. “You see, Gileta? I told you we’d find her here. And the boy, too. How fortuitous.”

Gwylen’s hand was on the hilt of her curved knife, resting there as if by habit, and yet the sight of it sparked all Fia’s latent protectiveness. Without hesitation, she scrambled to her feet, holding Justus closer. And she realized, in that moment, that the devotion she felt for Miriel had doubled. Regardless of this infant’s provenance, Fia was bound to him by milk and blood and saltwater, and prepared to kill or die for him.

Nevertheless, she did not show what she felt, only dropped into a polite obeisance before regaining her full posture, the Inver heir held to her racing heart, the open doorway now at her back. Whatever information Gwylen had offered her by way of aid, whatever the ambassador’s true feelings about Afon, there was something in her that set Fia on edge and amplified her innate distrust. She did not relish an interview alone and exhausted with both Honoria’s former ally and the servant of their staunchest enemy.

A small sound caught her attention and immediately slowed her pulse with a wash of relief. The rhythmic tap, tap, of the Priest’s cane as he swept it back and forth, moving down the corridor. Gwylen and Gileta said not a word, waiting silently as he approached.

“Priest—” Fia began, and he cut her off with a wry smile.

“Aurelia said you would be down here. You know, Orden has guards placed all around the cloister, but it’s foolish for him to let you wander so freely with his son. You ought to be supervised more closely, so I thought I’d volunteer myself for the graveyard watch. An Inver child merits an Inver overseer, and before you argue, understand how often we die in infancy. I myself had escaped death by a hairsbreadth half a dozen times before reaching my tenth year. Four of my siblings died in earliest childhood, though two, of course, were killed by our father, for the fault of being goddess-marked.”

“Gileta and Gwylen are here,” Fia said flatly the moment he was silent. She watched with an odd, pleasant satisfaction as the ease he’d shown in her company vanished at once, replaced by his habitual wariness.

“Ah,” the Priest said. “So we’re graced with the company of both the full moon and the new. How… illuminating.”

Gwylen chuckled, a low, wicked sound, and Gileta smiled with her eyes on the pair of them.

“Well put,” the ambassador said. “I can see why you enjoy his company, Imperatrice.”

The Priest had stopped very close to Fia, so near that her shoulder brushed his, and she felt the tension in him, taut as a drawn bowstring. She was safe, she realized at once. It was no longer necessary for her to kill or die on Justus’s behalf; the Priest would be first to manage whichever was required.

“Fortuitous yet again,” Gwylen went on. “I’ve often wished to make the acquaintance of Orden Inver’s bastard Priest. It’s said you commune with ghosts.”

“Just now I mean to commune with Bright Raea,” the Priest answered, offering Fia his arm. “You’re welcome to attend me as I do. Though I chiefly wanted the oversight of one of the sun’s own servants, which is why I sought out my nephew’s nurse.”

Fia rested her hand on the Priest with exquisite lightness, determined to hamper him in no way if he reached for the knife she’d noticed he carried strapped to one arm. Oh, it was hidden well, but Nikolau had taught her to search for such things, and she’d seen the faint line of it against the linen of the Priest’s tunic that night in the cavern as he knelt before her. She let herself be led across the vast emptiness of the moonlit chapel, and to the rust-hued altar at Raea’s feet.

There, to her great surprise, the Priest slipped his shoulder bag off and removed two pouches, the first of which he emptied into the offertory bowl on the altar. It contained young grain, still green in the pod. The second pouch was goat’s milk scented with paschalflower, and Fia recognized at once the tonic that the Priest favored. He poured it over the grain as a libation, and she couldn’t help but smile at the seriousness of his expression as he did so.

Raea was not the Inver gods, who required solemnity and utter intent from her worshippers.

Gileta and Gwylen stood several feet away, their eyes alight with interest as they watched.

“Is this correct, postulant?” the Priest asked. “The grain and the milk?”

Fia inclined her head. “Very suitable. Though Raea prefers for such offerings to be harvested by the one presenting her the gift.”

The Priest tilted his head to one side, shaking it a little. “Do you think, as careful as I am, that I do not manage the goats I sup from personally? I keep them just outside the castle proper, in a small garden purpose-made. They are called Eugenia and Aravis, and suffer no one to a lay hand on them but me. As for the grain, your Matria showed us some of the cloister’s holdings this forenoon, before the unfortunate conclusion of Ariana’s council. I asked permission and picked every germ of wheat myself. Now, what else must I do to complete the offering?”

“The gift is normally conveyed to Raea with a song,” Fia said. “The Beloved Three have a great passion for music.”

The Priest shifted, hesitating. “I am afraid I only know one of their songs. I’m unsure of the words, or the appropriateness for the occasion.”

“Raea will understand,” Fia said, powerfully curious to hear which song he knew.

But when he began, she realized she should have guessed. The Priest hummed, in a mellow, easy baritone, and within four notes it was apparent that he offered to Raea the Silithien hymn for the dead.

Gileta and Gwylen exchanged a charged look, their attention on the altar and those before it growing electric. Fia did not like to have them inspecting the Priest as though he was a knot for them to unsnarl or a difficult riddle to be solved, and so she stubbornly joined her voice to his, humming the melodious counterpoint to his eerie hymn, the Raean canticle for a new day. When they’d finished, the Priest stepped back in surprise.

“I didn’t know there was a melody that fit together with that. It sounds less unnerving here, and with a second voice.”

“There’s a third part as well,” Gileta said. “Most of our songs are made for three singers. But the two of you do nicely as a pair.”

“They do,” Gwylen said slyly. “I think they might accomplish great things together, if given the opportunity.”

“Now you make your petition,” Fia told the Priest, choosing not to bite at Gwylen’s broad hints. “In silence, or aloud, whichever you prefer.”

For a moment, his head lowered and his lips moved, though she could not make out his words. Then the Priest turned to Gileta and Gwylen.

“My ladies. Just what service is it you have in mind for Raea’s postulant and I?”

Gwylen watched the Priest, but Gileta kept her eyes locked on Fia as she spoke in her lilting Song cadence. “I wish to commission the Priest to kill his brother, and for the postulant to keep Ariana from interfering while it happens. Afterward, Silas may take the Inver throne.”

When the Priest answered, his reply was not at all what Fia expected. Rather than stiffening, he seemed to grow easier. “I see. Do you believe yourself the first to ask me to undertake such a thing?”

Gileta shrugged. “Of course not. But others would have sought your assistance out of a desire for their own advancement, to lay their own claim on Honoria’s throne. I offer that throne to you as a blood price. All I seek is your brother’s death—nothing else.”

“Fascinating. And what exactly would Fia stand to gain from all this?”

For the life of her, Fia could not read the Priest’s true response to Gileta’s suggestion. His shield of cynicism and dry wit was impenetrable in present company.

“I’m sure I could prevail upon Dolenza to offer a soria’s role—” Gileta began, but the Matria’s imperious voice rang through the chapel.

“You certainly could not. It may be Silith’s favorite hour for scheming, but I’ll thank her followers not to do so in the sanctuary of the sun.”

Dolenza swept across the chapel, resplendent in her disapproval, immaculate in her Matria’s garb.

“Imperatrice,” she said with icy courtesy. “I believe your retinue has already left my cloister. If you tarry much longer, you will lose your goddess’s light on the road. Ambassador, your king has become enamored of my newest soria, Beatrice. I’ll thank you to stay by his side and ensure my daughters remain untouched by your sovereign. Should he lay the barest finger on them, I will hold you personally accountable for it.”

Fia watched without surprise as the two moon-marked women melted away, taking their leave with murmured words and smiles cast backward at herself and the Priest.

“Think on my offer,” Gileta said. “I make it in earnest, and what you might carry out would be a great service to the Hand.”

Dolenza dismissed them both with a haughty flick of her wrist. If Fia had thought it was unsettling to be caught in Gileta and Gwylen’s company, it was far more so to find herself skewered by Dolenza’s gaze, while standing before Raea’s altar in company with the Invers’ Priest and the Invers’ heir.

“Silas,” Dolenza said at last. “Raea has appreciated your attentions since arriving here. She accepts this latest gift in the spirit with which it was offered. I would speak to my postulant alone now.”

Beneath and behind the altar, Fia felt something singular. The Priest reached out and traced a finger across her palm, the gesture a question all but spoken aloud.

You’re all right? You’ll face no reprimand because of me?

“It was my pleasure to guide your worship, Priest,” Fia said with bland neutrality that she suspected he would parse rightly. All right. Unsure. Please go. “I bid you goodnight.”

With a nod of acceptance, the Priest departed. Fia could not help the way her gaze trailed after him, or how it pricked her a little to see him walking through the midnight cloister alone.

“Fia,” Dolenza said with unexpected warmth. “I’ve hardly laid eyes on you since your return. But I’ve been kept busy with our guests, as I expect you’ve been with Miriel.”

The postulant said nothing, because she didn’t trust herself to speak. Her sunny, even-tempered daughter was proving every bit as stubborn as Fia herself, refusing to let go of the unprecedented and deep-seated dislike she’d taken to her own mother. Miriel clung to the sorias, or to a Corrinian girl called Maya, and if Fia so much as drew close to her, the golden-curled baby set to shrieking her displeasure, growing red-faced with a potent combination of fear and outrage. The sorias tried everything they could think of—bribing Miriel with sweet morsels of fruit, or favorite toys, or having Fia do the same. Nothing made a difference.

So Fia bit her tongue, knowing if she spoke to Dolenza, all her words would come out sharp and accusing. She knew, too, that it was senseless to blame a child or a Matria or a goddess for Miriel’s querulous rejection of her, yet she wanted to blame someone. It might lessen the hurt of her homecoming a little, to turn her ire outward rather than inward.

Instead, she held Justus closer and ducked her head, kissing his downy hair and breathing in the sweet, milky scent of him, as she’d once done with her daughter.

“Soria Aurelia says you’re good to this little prince.” Dolenza moved to a mat at Raea’s feet and lowered herself onto it, patting the place beside her. With a little reluctance, Fia did as was expected, and settled at her Matria’s side. “She says it isn’t just duty; you’re as attentive to him as if he were your own. According to her, you’ve taken pains with Celina since returning, and the child loves you as well. It seems you have a way with Invers. Their Priest follows you like a hound, and even Orden speaks highly of you.”

“Matria, I want to make my fidelity oath,” Fia said. The memory of how Orden had looked at her after she used the blooded touch rested in her like an arrow shaft. There’d been raw desire in him, of an inexplicable sort, for Fia knew how he cherished his queen. “Now, if possible. I’ve done what you asked and more. Your three-day errand cost me dear—Miriel forgot me, and I was far more certain of myself when the summer began. But I’m still sure of this—I belong at Raea’s cloister.”

Dolenza gave Fia a troubled look, and she knew at once what it meant. But so great was Fia’s regard for Bright Raea, and for the goddess’s chief representative, that she fought back all the fire and willfulness of her nature, keeping still and forcing her voice to remain even.

“You’re not going to hear my oath. What is it in me that you find so unfit for a place here? Is it my temper? Because Soria Marabeth can rival me for that. Is it that I’m impatient? Soria Aline has never waited with good humor for anything.” Fia twisted her hands into the fabric of Justus’s light linen wrapping, the struggle for calm requiring physical effort as well as mental. “I know I am not what most postulants are—I’m ignorant and backward, and more accustomed to cruelty than kindness, but I can be what’s needed, I swear. Didn’t I leave everything and go, when Raea called me to the battleground in Corrin? Didn’t I make it here, with nothing but faith to feed me half the way? And I went away again, when you ordered it. I did not want to, but I obeyed all the same, and I can see the wisdom in your sending me. Honoria and the world outside its borders seem larger and more precarious now—I realize how much depends on the Beloved Three, and on those who keep to their ways and do their bidding.”

It was a testament to how far Fia had come and how much she had learned, that she was able to maintain calm and acknowledge her own shortcomings, as well as the prudence in the sacrifice Dolenza had required of her. When Dolenza turned to Fia, the postulant was startled to find her Matria’s eyes bright with tears.

“It isn’t a question of your obedience,” Dolenza said. “Nor of your heart or will. Not anymore. It is my obedience, my heart, and my will that stand in the way. And I cannot hear your oath yet. Not until I’m certain of myself, and of the goddess.”

“Why?” Fia demanded, her voice finally quavering with restrained passion. “Why must everything always go so hard for me? I’ve seen no such reserve in you about other postulants. Matria, I don’t understand.”

“I wish I could explain,” Dolenza said. “But I can’t. You must simply weather this, and trust that it is for the best.”

“For whose best?” Fia shot back defiantly, her true nature finally rising to the fore as she scrambled to her feet, chest heaving. “Because I don’t think it can be for mine.”

“I have other interests to consider besides your own,” Dolenza said. “Fia, that isn’t fair.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Fia said. “Fairness isn’t something I’ve ever found in life, even when I came looking for it here.”

“Child, be reasonable,” Dolenza called as Fia stalked across the chapel. “You haven’t even been honest with me about why you crave office here so desperately. If I swore to keep you and Miriel in comfort for the rest of your days, safe without the bother of a vow, would you accept such an offer?”

Fia stopped in her tracks, her pulse rapid and unsteady. She thought of how she’d stood before Orden, unrepentant over her use of the touch. How she’d killed a man for Ariana’s sake, and would do it a thousand times over to spare her friend. The way she’d pushed Nikolau into a service he did not desire, by using their daughter as a pawn. How everything she knew of motherhood, she’d learned at her own mother’s knee—a vocation not of kindness but of cruelty.

Fia saw Nira in herself far too often. In her temper and her ruthlessness, if not in her wit and dogged loyalty to those she cared for.

“I require Raea,” Fia said when she could master her voice and be certain it would not shake. “Matria, she tames the worst in me. I cannot be what Miriel needs, nor yet the sort of woman who is fit for good company, without the yoke of our goddess.”

Dolenza rose. She swept across the chapel, meeting Fia at its center. There, she reached up and brushed a thumb across her postulant’s cheek, smoothing away an errant tear.

“Have you ever heard me voice a complaint about your wildness, or declare you unfit company for those in this cloister? No. And you never will. None of my reserve is the result of some flaw in your nature, Fiametta Raeana. But I am forced by Bright Raea to wait, and so I must ask you to wait as well. Can you do that?”

“How shall I occupy myself to pass the time?”

Dolenza was silent.

“You heard what Gileta asked of the Priest?” Fia whispered.

“Yes.”

Looking down at Justus, Fia thought of Orden Inver dead, and her heart broke within her. Never had she expected to find such compassion within herself, when considering the death of Honoria’s unwelcome king. But the child she tended and Ariana and even the Priest had changed her, unveiling difficulties and complexities she had not anticipated. It would hurt Ari to lose Orden. It would endanger her also, as well as Justus and the Priest. And Fia would hate to see any of them in pain.

“Do the Beloved Three require that service of me?” Fia asked, the question quiet as a moth’s wing in the dark. “Is that why Raea would keep me unbound?”

Dolenza shook her head. “I cannot say. All I can tell you is that they require this: to act in accordance with your truest nature. To love without reserve. To offer life and healing to this world by any means necessary. By any means, do you understand? You’ve shed blood to heal before—perhaps it is Raea’s will that you do so again.”

Fia sighed as Justus shifted a little in her arms. “What if I don’t know Raea’s will? Or what if I interpret it wrongly?”

“It is for you to divine the goddess’s intention for your life. Only experience can guide you in this. I cannot.”

Dolenza’s rejection and counsel rang in Fia’s head as she returned to her small, silent cell, where the walls seemed to close in around her. She was choking on unspent frustration and indecision. She ought to leave, she knew. If there was no place at Raea’s cloister for her, she should shake the dust of it from her heels and never look back. She could make a life elsewhere for herself and Miriel.

But her treacherous heart yearned for what was denied her. She wanted to stay—to hear the morning bells ring sweet across the harbor, the laughter of sorias and chatter of children in the courtyard gardens. She wanted the measured pace of prayer and devotion and duty, the knowledge that her existence counted for something. More than anything, she desired Raea’s bridle of compassion and mercy, to guide and check her as she moved through life.

The cloister was the only safe place for her, even as it remained beyond her reach.

At last, in the loneliest hours of the night, Fia fell into a brief and fitful sleep. She dreamed in flashes, visceral and immediate. The king’s mountain. The foothill city of Inverlyn, spiraling up to the castle built half into cliffside stone. The narrow, hairpin streets. The little, squalid squares. She could smell waste and rot and damp rock.

The castle proper loomed before her, its front gates thrown wide, its central courtyard teeming with people, more of them spilling out into the streets beyond. A throb of bone-deep drumbeats sounded as the interior doors to the castle groaned open. Orden Inver swept out at the head of a royal procession with Ariana in his wake. But this version of the queen was terribly changed—in place of jewels, she wore chains. In place of latent fear, her face bore a ruination of bruises. They’d beaten her within an inch of her life, and as she passed through the gathered crowd to the center of the courtyard, the watchers shouted and jeered and spat.

Fia stood rooted to the spot as the royal party stopped before her. Orden was so close she could feel his breath and make out the old scar that ran across his face. Even in the realm of dreams, Fia knew that was not right—that it was Afon, not Orden, who bore the scar.

“We will make a byword of her,” the king said to Fia. “All the world will speak her name with scorn. We will make a sacrifice of him and let the gods finally drink of his deepest heart’s blood.”

As the king who was both Orden and Afon spoke, he pressed a knife into Fia’s hand. She saw, in glancing down, that it was no longer Ariana before her but the Priest, and that the knife she held was his. Not the short dagger he bore on his arm, but a longer and lethal thing—the Invers’ offertory blade, which rested on the altar of Tyrus, god of war.

Without hesitation, Fia grasped the hilt tight and plunged her blade into the Priest’s throat, even as he changed and became the queen once more.

A burst of light. The figure bleeding out before her was Ariana, was the Priest, was Ariana again. Fia dropped to her knees, and Lyria’s most perfect daughter let out a wet, sobbing breath in her arms before falling still.

The figure Fia had killed wavered as they dragged the body away, then doubled. At the castle’s outer wall, both Ariana and the Priest were hung side by side, lifeless and bloodless.

“Bright may we burn,” Ariana’s dead mouth whispered, worms crawling from it as she spoke.

“Long may we reign,” echoed the Priest, as a carrion crow swayed on his shoulder and tore at the decaying flesh of his face.

Fia woke gasping, alone in the half dark.

No one else in the cloister insisted on a light from dusk till dawn, but Fia did. She kept a small lamp burning, to ward off wretched memories of the mountains she’d come from, the frigid cellar she’d spent days and weeks confined to as a child. By the lamp’s small glow she forced herself upright, sitting cross-legged on her sleeping mat, and spared a single glance for Justus, who slept peacefully, before she fixed her eyes on her hands.

Her fingers trembled with leftover fear and anguish, and Fia counted breaths, though her pulse did not slow. She’d dreamed dire things about Miriel several times since her daughter’s birth. In the wake of each nightmare, she sat and waited, unable to settle until she was sure of one thing.

Time stretched on. Beside Fia in his bassinet, Justus let out a tranquil sigh. Beyond the window of her little cell, a nightcatcher sounded its liquid, trilling call from the topmost branches of a stone pine.

Slowly, Fia’s heart began to calm. Her panic to fade. The vise around her chest to loosen.

And then, like a spring from dry earth, blood welled in the cup of her unmarked palms. It pooled in her hands and dripped from her fingers as she twisted them into the fabric of her shift in an agony of frustration. The flow did not stop until she was slick and crimson from fingertips to wrists, the room filling with an unmistakable metallic tang.

If it weren’t for the dark and silence shrouding the cloister, Fia would have screamed, not with fear or shock or pain, but outrage and rebellion. A goddess-sent dream was meant to be a gift—a glimpse of foresight and an opportunity for obedience granted to the lucky few.

If this was a gift, Fia refused it.

Gathering up Justus, she hid her hands and the state of her shift beneath his linen blanket and pushed the door open with one shoulder. In the shadowy corridor, two Inver guards were waiting, mindful of their prince. They made to follow Fia, and she stopped them with a look.

“No. I’m not going far. Just down there, to the Priest. You can watch to be sure.”

She did as she’d said, slow fear churning in her stomach.

“Priest,” Fia whispered at his door, not thirty feet down the corridor from her own. She couldn’t even extricate a hand to knock, for fear of leaving a bloodstain, or being seen. “Priest, let me in. I need your help.”

If he slept, he did so more lightly than Fia herself. In a moment, the door was open and she was through, the two of them shut in together with the heavy smell of blood, which settled darkly on the air.

“Are you all right?” the Priest asked, with an intensity so focused she felt scorched by it. One of his hands was already on her face, the other on Justus’s small, sleeping form. “Is the prince safe? I swear by Mortis, if anyone touched you, they’ll be dead before dawn.”

“It isn’t like that,” Fia said, shrugging away impatiently. But a spark kindled in her at the ragged sound of his voice, and his assurance of swift retribution if she ever had need of it. “I dreamed.”

“You dreamed?” the Priest asked blankly.

“Yes. Do you know how I met Ariana? Or how I came to know Raea’s cloister existed at all?”

The Priest shook his head. Fia realized, for the first time, that he did not wear a nightshirt but had been in bed fully clothed, as if unwilling to be less guarded even in sleep.

“The goddesses sent me a vision,” Fia said. “Of the battle between Honoria and Caervallion and the path I must take to leave the mountains and go down to Corrin, where the wounded lay dying. I knew it was foresight because I woke from the dream untouched, with blood pooling in my hands.”

Tension left the Priest in a visible rush, his shoulders dropping, his face seeming to age ten years in a moment.

“You’re certain this was a dream?” he pressed. “That both of you are unharmed?”

“I’m sure.”

Soria Aurelia’s room contained the luxury of a raised bed, and the Priest sat down on its side, burying his face in his hands. “Gods, Fia. I’ve woken to assassination attempts that rattled me less.”

“I’m sorry,” Fia said, sitting next to him. “But there was nowhere else for me to go.”

The Priest glanced up and frowned. “Why? I can’t help with your faith. Whatever you dream is between you and the Beloved Three, and if you need counsel on it, you’d best ask Dolenza. The intentions of the goddesses have nothing to do with me.”

“I don’t intend to honor the foresight I’ve been given, or the blood that came with it,” Fia said, unable to hide the belligerence coursing through her as she thought of the dream. She’d lie dead herself before she allowed the Invers’ queen and their Priest to be slaughtered. “I reject what I saw. I refuse to accept it, and to make an offering of the blood is a gesture of submission. It means I resign myself to the will of the Beloved Three, and I don’t. Not in this.”

“And there’s no reason for a daughter of Raea to hold back her blood unless she’s choosing disobedience,” the Priest filled in.

“Yes,” Fia said. “I don’t want to explain myself. I don’t want anyone to know. I’m afraid even telling what I saw will lend it power—it’s like that with our dreams. When you offer the blood, you speak them into fuller being and align yourself with their truth.”

“Which means there’s no point in my asking exactly what it is that’s shaken you.”

“No.” Conviction rang in the single word.

Beside Fia, the Priest drew his hidden dagger. Warmth spread through her as she watched him do so, his movements practiced and assured. Without hesitation, he pressed the blade to his left palm, and blood seeped freely from the wound.

“It was stupid of me to be so careless,” he said. “I was pitting olives and lost my grip on the knife. Of course, as Inver Priest I won’t have my blood given to the old goddesses—Tyrus in particular would take grave offense if I did.”

“Thank you,” Fia breathed. She unwrapped the blanket from around Justus and placed him, still sleeping, on the bed. “Here, I’ve brought linens already soiled.”

The Priest offered his hand, and Fia held the cloth to the new wound there, his blood and her own mingling together.

“My shift is spoiled, too,” Fia said, stating the fact without emotion.

“Leave it,” the Priest told her. “You know they’re all talking about us anyway. You can take something of mine to wear, and we’ll just say you were here to witness my unfortunate clumsiness, if anyone asks.”

He nodded in the direction of a satchel beside the door, and Fia went to the washbasin first, where she cleaned her hands thoroughly. Then she skinned out of her bloodstained shift and padded across the room, naked in the moonlight. She rummaged through the Priest’s things, coming up with the loose trousers and shirt that were as much a signifier of his role as the sorias’ habits were of theirs. As she pulled them on, she stole a look at the Priest—he sat with the air of preternatural calm he wore sometimes, but his grip on the soiled linen blanket was a great deal tighter than necessary.

“Never,” the Priest said drily, “have I given so much cause for gossip that has so little truth in it.”

If not for the dream haunting her, Fia would have been tempted to take his words as an invitation. It was impossible to deny that she wanted him. If she’d stayed on the mountain longer, Fia suspected it was inevitable, that she would have had the Inver Priest. But Dolenza had called her away, and now, fear paralyzed her. Death hung over Ariana and the Priest both, and what action or inaction of Fia’s might serve as the catalyst that ushered it in or prevented it, she couldn’t say. All she could do was keep watch.

Fia moved back to him, her bare feet soundless on the stone floor. She sat down beside him again, and with his unbloodied hand, the Priest touched the fabric of the shirt she wore.

“I’m not sure I like the idea of you dressed as an apostate,” he said, an odd note in his voice that Fia had never heard there before. Before she could stop herself, she took his hand in both of hers and clung to it. The Priest turned his face toward her, startled by the gesture.

“Was it so bad?” he asked. “The thing you dreamed of?”

Fia did not trust herself to speak. She nodded wordlessly, knowing that her silence would convey the movement he could not see.

“I’m sorry,” the Priest said. “It may not be of help, but for my part, I don’t believe in prophesies or fates. Even if the gods attempt to move us, I believe we make our own destiny. It’s the only way I’ve survived this long when I ought to have died a dozen times over. And you of all people are strong enough to make your own way.”

There was a ring of defiance in his voice when he spoke of fate and the gods, as if he meant to convince himself as much as Fia. When Fia replied, it cost her. She dredged up the question from the very bottom of her soul, because she did not want to know the answer.

“Will you do what Gileta asked? Will you try for Orden?”

Beside her, the Priest was quiet for a moment. He drew in a measured breath, and then spoke. “Do you want me to?”

“Yes,” Fia murmured, her voice catching on the word. “And no. I hate myself for not being certain, or knowing which choice is right. But mostly I’m tired. I wish I’d never even heard of you Invers and your troubles. I wish I was just a soria, standing in the light of the sun. That’s all I really want. I keep grasping for it, only to find that peace has been placed just beyond my reach.”

With great caution, the Priest put his arm around her, mindful of the blood still drying on his hand. Fia let herself be gathered in. She pressed her face to his shoulder—comfort was the rarest of luxuries to her still, and one she could not resist when it was offered. This time, though, it felt fatally tainted in light of the dream she’d been given. A few hot tears escaped her, dampening the Priest’s shirt, and he brushed a kiss to the crown of her head.

“I’m afraid I have no peace to give you,” the Priest said, his voice low. “As for certainty and rightness, I lost all mine long ago. I’ve only myself to offer, for what I’m worth—you can stay with me for what’s left of the night, if you’d rather not be alone.”

Fia nodded, knowing that this time he could feel the gesture.

She watched as the Priest went to the washbasin, where he cleaned and bandaged his hand and left the bloodied clothes in a neat pile. When he returned to her, she took Justus, settling the baby between herself and the wall. The Priest lowered himself down beside Fia, and she leaned into him, until she could feel the full stretch of his body and his breath warm on the back of her neck. One of his arms pillowed her head, the other rested over her waist, and Fia realized she’d never lain so with anyone before. Nikolau had been too wary to sleep in her village, and she’d been too shy and shamefaced over their unmatched feelings to spend much time in his deserters’ encampment.

A part of her fought furiously for retreat. All Fia’s broken and fearful pieces—the child who’d cowered before her mother’s temper and nursed bruises and broken bones. The sister who’d watched her siblings die one by one, of hardship or disease or cruelty or neglect, and been tormented by the sight of their lifeless bodies ever since. The girl who’d understood that Nikolau the renegade wanted more from her than she could give, and who went to his bed anyway because she craved kindness and a modicum of power. She forced that wild, wretched aspect of herself down until at last it settled, leaving her boneless and weary, lulled by the warmth and nearness of an Inver Priest and an Inver prince.

“Priest?” Fia whispered, the single word barely audible in the dark. “You never answered me.”

But he was already asleep.





XX

[image: ]


So Mira of the Lake bared her breast to Arandar the Barbarian, prepared for the touch of his sword. She knelt before him and prayed in a dozen tongues; in Corrinian, in Skandish, in Song, in Caervallin. In Honorian, in Vesperin, in Barren, in Harsh. In Hallish and Unforth and Callendran and Wroth. In every tongue, she petitioned Gentle Lyria for peace, even those which had no name for the goddess of the stars. At last, it was Wroth that Arandar understood, and the power of Mira’s prayer and her faith was so great that he set his sword aside, and took Mira to wife, and tilled good earth by the shores of Laclamar, never seeking the ways of violence again.

—FROM “MIRA AND THE BARBARIAN,” A CORRINIAN FOLKTALE



Delivered by a widowed mother who’d taken refuge at Lyria’s cloister, Ariana Inver had been consecrated to the goddess of stars the moment she slipped into the world with her mark already apparent. As she slipped in, her mother slipped out, fading away into death just as Ariana began to live. Matria Serafine had been all she needed for a mother; the sorias, her family and her world. At twelve, she’d been allowed to become a postulant, rather than waiting till the customary seventeen. By thirteen, she’d made her fidelity oath. It was always her faith others spoke of with awe—the purity of it, the strength. No one had questioned Serafine’s choice to groom her for eventual succession to the role of Matria. It was only natural that a child who shone with Lyria’s light should someday become her hands and voice.

Now, as Ariana stood silent beside her Inver husband and listened to him bid farewell to Dolenza, speaking amiably of the riches of the plains after a week spent touring Raea’s holdings, she thought that every consecrated woman she’d ever met had been a fool. It had not been faith that burned so bright in her. It had been the certainty of childhood. She hadn’t been a paragon—she’d been young and sheltered and brought up in an environment so rarified it often felt like ecstasy.

All that fragile, ephemeral faith had long since shattered, leaving only a single, adamantine belief behind. Ariana knew with her whole being that if the goddesses were merciful, if they were true to their own precepts, it ought to be possible to purchase peace without violence. True peace must be bought in kind, and ushered in peacefully. A cessation of hostility won through lesser evils could not honor the Three as they were meant to be honored. If she was only strong enough and bright enough and devout enough, a child of light ought to be able to forge such peace through force of will alone.

Applause broke out among the gathered sorias and plains merchants as Orden spoke of unity at Ariana’s side. They were pleased with him, while the queen herself felt only dull fear. All too slowly, the formalities of departure were dispensed with. The royal currus was brought out, and Ariana ushered into it. When Gaius brought Orden’s charger, the king waved him away.

“Not yet,” he said. “For now, I ride with the queen.”

Gaius raised a brow in surprise, but as ever, did not question his sovereign. Orden waited until the caravan had begun to snake away from the cloister and the currus was already moving. Then he bid Dolenza a final hurried farewell and jogged over to Ariana’s conveyance, swinging the door open and himself in through it.

Ariana sat pressed to the wall beside one of the windows with Justus in her arms, and tears glistened on her cheeks. She could not help them—her failure was before her, personified in the form of her Inver husband, glad and hale, bent immovably on actions she could not condone. But for Orden’s sake, she wiped surreptitiously at her face and attempted to smile.

Behind them, Dolenza, Aurelia, and several more of the most highly respected sorias stood at the cloister’s great gates. They began a restless, ululating chant, and Ariana wished desperately for Fia. Of course she would stay behind with Miriel, but Lyria’s light, it had been such a comfort to have her near.

“What is it?” Orden asked.

“A travel hymn,” Ariana said dispiritedly, smoothing Justus’s blanket. “For dry roads and fair winds, for a tempering of Raea’s greatest heat by day and a summoning of her leftover warmth by night.”

“All fall in,” Gaius roared, and the various detachments and divisions of the Inver household settled into their decreed places for the journey home.

“I didn’t mean the singing,” Orden said. “What is it that makes you weep? Tell me, so that I can bring back your smile.”

For a moment, Ariana only looked at him. It was no use answering truly—he’d fixed his course and would not be swayed from it.

“I’m pleased the cloister and the sorias met with your favor, my lord,” Ariana said, as if she’d never heard what he asked. “It was good to see you happy with Raea’s house.”

Let it be only that, she prayed. Let him not have designs on the cloister of the sun. War upon war I can tolerate, but not this. If I have ever found favor or stood in the light, turn him away from Raea and her abundance.

Orden shifted in his seat across from Ari, vitality radiating from him. He wore one of the cloth-of-gold doublets he favored, and was freshly shaven, smelling of phelamon spice and horses. Were she ever to envision a king with her mind’s eye, it would be him. It would always be him.

“I’m happiest when you are happy,” Orden said with a smile so honest it pained her. “And I know it did you good, being back in a cloister again. I wish I could give you the chance to revisit your old life more often, my star.”

“You are my life. You and our son.” Ariana took one of his hands in her own and pressed a kiss to it as she spoke. She wanted to believe those words. She said them as if she could force herself to become a queen who felt such things were true. But Ariana was not that woman. She never had been, and never would, no matter how hard either of them tried to pretend it was so.

“Where is the nurse?” Orden asked, as Justus began to stir and make querulous sounds and Ariana sighed.

Unable to force the words out, Ari shook her head. Fresh tears pricked at her eyes. Alone again, and nowhere near enough for what lay ahead.

“Perhaps it’s for the best she chose to stay behind,” Orden said. He held out his hands for Justus and took the prince, patting the baby until he soothed. “Perhaps we can make better use of her within the walls of Raea’s house. Certainly you can visit her there as often as you like.”

“A postulant?” Ariana asked listlessly. “Your court would not approve of such a friendship.”

“They will if Fia is raised to the position of Matria, and a bond is forged between our castle and her cloister.”

Ariana hadn’t even realized he knew Fia’s name.

“Fia as Matria?” she managed to say at last. “Whatever put such an idea into your head? She’s completely unsuitable—I enjoy her company, but she can’t even read. She isn’t truly attached to the cloister yet. There seems to be some reluctance on Dolenza’s part, to hear her fidelity oath. She may never be a soria, let alone Matria. It’s a generous idea, Orden, but impossible.”

“I am king,” he said vehemently, leaning forward. “What I purpose is always possible. I will make Fia Matria before harvest time and give you Raea’s cloister in place of what you sacrificed for my sake. In doing so, I will unite Honoria. I will give Justus a country made whole. I will have the means to defeat Caervallion. And then by and by, I will win our Vesperin war, as well.”

“When did all of this come to you?” Ariana asked. Though her bleeding had slackened and her strength returned, she felt pale and drained again, as if some other essential force was being drawn from her. She reached for Justus, and Orden handed him back to her with reluctance.

“It’s all fallen into place piece by piece, since your nurse first arrived on the mountain,” Orden said. “Then on the way here, I saw the postulant do something, something I’d never even heard of before. She called it the blooded touch. Seemed to think it’s considered base and unacceptable by the followers of the Beloved Three. So we have a secret to keep her in check with. She’s not just a fitting choice for Matria by virtue of being your friend. She’s someone we can bend to our will. That’s good, Ari. That’s the best sort of friend and ally you can have—one you’ve got power over.”

Ariana opened her mouth slightly and shut it again. Then she glanced down and fixed her eyes on Justus’s small, sleeping face, as if looking at him was somehow very, very important.

“She showed you the blooded touch?” Ariana whispered after a moment.

Oh, she’d known Fia was wild and ruthless and unschooled, but it had never occurred to her that her friend from the battlefield would go so far as to use that most terrible of gifts.

Orden was growing impatient with her and her lack of enthusiasm for his newest plan. “Yes. She was there when I learned that Crispus had been causing your bleeding. She drew blood out of him in payment. Said she could kill him that way, and that since she’d touched him so, he was going to die sooner or later anyhow. I’d never seen or heard of such a thing. Is it common among your people?”

Ariana nodded, as if she hardly heard him. When she answered, her voice was far away. “Everyone goddess-marked has the blooded touch. That’s why the blood prohibition exists. To keep us from turning this world into a nightmare.”

“Everyone?” For perhaps the first time since she’d met him, Orden sounded shocked—fearful, even. “And I’d never heard of it? How can that be?”

Ariana smoothed a crease from between Justus’s brows. “We don’t speak of it. Its use occurs so rarely and is punished so stringently, it’s considered unimportant. It’s as if you could breathe underwater but lived in a desert. The fact that you could do so wouldn’t signify.”

All at once, Orden was angry.

“It signifies to your postulant,” he said with dangerous composure. “She will obey me because she loves you. I will secure access to the house of the sun for you, so that you are able to worship in the manner you prefer. And I will find a way to marry Honoria’s old faith to the new, just as you and I overcame our differences to wed. What is the sun, after all, but a flame? Little by little, our influence will grow, and by the time our son comes of age, we will have bent the hearts of the people far enough that it seems right to them to view their Matria as a priestess and the counterpart of our Priest. One who dwells not in darkness, but who walks among flames.”

Black spots swam before Ariana’s vision and heat crawled across the back of her neck—it was too close in the currus, she couldn’t breathe, she’d faint or be sick and disgrace herself before the king.

Orden carried on, warming to his subject. “Your goddesses may join the Inver pantheon as brides for our existing gods. Tyrus and Silith would make a formidable pair, and Kidrien and Raea serve much the same purpose. Mortis has some of Lyria’s austerity, and with both faiths joined, there’d no longer be need for a hearth goddess. A newly unified faith for a newly unified Honoria. We will be a force to reckon with. Afon will never be able to stand before us.”

“And how,” Ariana asked, barely able to get out more than a murmur, “do you plan to reconcile a war god with a pacifist faith?”

“Is it pacifist, though?” Orden shot back. “Afon and Caervallion are fanatical about Silith and have no interest in peace. The daughters of the moon are permitted to kill if necessary. And I know my history well enough to understand that Raea’s followers, though they’ve never waged war themselves, have supported armies if they believed their cause a just one.”

Ariana forced herself to sit upright, to keep her grip on Justus gentle. “Afon is a heretic of the worst sort, and others who serve Silith know it.”

“Afon is only a heretic because he lacks artfulness. If we are winsome and considered, we can accomplish this and more. My ancestors’ hunger led them to take Honoria and engage Vesper, but there is a whole world beyond our borders, beyond these shores and beyond our present conflicts. You and I, Ari, can create a faith people will rally behind. With blood and flame and a new pantheon, we’ll forge an empire not even my forefathers could have imagined.”

“And what part have I to play in all of this?” Ari breathed, hoping her faintness passed for awe. She had misjudged him. If there was one thing this summer had taught her, it was how sorely she’d done so. She’d wished for him to be temperate and malleable and for a few years, he’d seemed to be. But one’s true nature always won out in the end. This was the Inver core of the king she loved—an insatiable lust for conquest and domination, which could not be banked by even Lyria’s blessed light.

Orden reached out to pat her hand affectionately. After a moment, Ariana drew away from his touch, under the pretense of adjusting the baby’s blanket.

“You need do nothing for the moment,” Orden said. “Just stand by my side and be the perfect queen I know you are—one whose loyalty is to me before all else. It will take a little time before any action is required. For now, we wait. While we were at Raea’s house, I laid plans—Lucian came with us for a reason. He’s surveilled the cloister and assures me he has a dozen ways to manage Dolenza that won’t come back to us. Of course, her passing must seem natural. There’s a reason none of my predecessors have dared to risk the ire of the Solis Plains.”

Ariana let her head rest against the side of the currus window again, to hide the blankness in her eyes and the abject despair she felt.

“Yes, my lord. As you speak, it shall be.”

Orden shifted forward, pressing a rough kiss to her cheek. “Ari, you and our son are my only joys. I cannot tell you how it moved me to have you offer to Tyrus on Justus’s behalf. I knew in that moment that I would never ask you for such a thing again; that it ran contrary to your nature, and that you required some other form of worship. Yet you still did it, for me. Without that measure of devotion, I’d never have dared to speak to you of all this. I will make a new faith for love of you, and an empire to be your safeguard.”

Ariana bit down viciously on the inside of her cheek until blood pooled in her mouth. She swallowed the metallic taste of it, and swallowed again. The worst was not her failure to check Orden, nor yet that his true nature was as Inver as that of any other warlord who’d plagued Honoria these two centuries past.

Worse by far was the fact that after seven long years of managing him, the king’s words were sweet to her, and his offer an enticement. Unity in Honoria was a worthy goal, as was the melding of their disparate beliefs. But Orden would wield a unified Honoria as a hammer, and make his joined faith an anvil. Anyone who opposed them would be broken or reforged.

And yet. To stand with Orden fully, rather than maneuvering and diverting him in public while undermining him in private? To have Fia highly placed, as an equal she could freely turn to for advice or comfort? To no longer fear leaning on the assistance and wisdom of the Priest, because she’d accomplished what no Inver had even dreamed of, and so moved beyond the reach of petty gossip?

Such a vision of the future was a temptation to Ariana, and she despised herself for it.
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I swear to all those assembled here, and to all Honoria besides, that I will rule as no other Inver before me has done. During my reign, we will not only have war, but prosperity. Not only conquest, but honor. Justice will be delivered with temperance and wisdom, rather than wrath. We will become not only a force to contend with and a sword to subjugate, but a beacon of courage and culture, and a great hammer that reforges others into our own glorious image.

—FROM THE CORONATION SPEECH OF ORDEN INVER



Fia knelt in blazing afternoon sun at the feet of Raea’s likeness. She’d been there since before dawn and refused to leave during the clamor of the royal party’s departure. Everything in her felt raw and bruised. She could not help remembering the Invers’ mountain and its searing occupants. She could hear the ghosts in their cavern still, the sound ringing in her ears.

She could hear Ariana and see the queen’s quiet smile.

“Do you know, I still dream of peace?” Ariana had said to Fia one morning when they sat together in one of the breezeways, Justus in his bassinet between them. Raea’s light had been a wealth of gold, spilling over the sea. “I told you years ago that I’d die for it, and here I am, doing just that a day at a time. But oh, Fia, what death could be more worthwhile? There is nothing else I would spend my life on. Do you think…” She hesitated, her lovely face marred by the weight of old grief. “Do you think Lyria knows? Do you think even without my mark, she might see me and understand?”

“She sees you,” Fia said fiercely, reaching over the sleeping prince to clasp Ariana’s hand tight in her own. “If she has eyes at all, and any love for those of us toiling beneath her, she sees you.”

Above and around Fia, afternoon shadows lengthened, but the design of the chapel was such that Raea stayed in full sun. She was crowned with it, gilded with light. Raea was a force to consume all other flames, even the Inver fire that had burned so briefly on her altar. Fia wished to be less before her. Wished to be no more than a mote of dust, drifting in that sacred light. She prostrated herself, forehead pressed to the warm flagstones of the chapel floor, and tried to drive memories from her by force.

Fia had wakened the morning after her bloodborne dream still safe in the Priest’s arms. He was awake already, waiting quietly in the pallid gray light. The familiar nocturnal rhythm of the prince stirring and feeding every few hours had occurred just as it did elsewhere—to Justus, one bed was much like another, so long as Fia was with him. Without any arrangement being laid out in words, the Priest had taken the baby after each feeding, changed his linens, and walked with him until he dozed again. Now Justus was fast asleep, his little mouth slack, his body limp with perfect relaxation.

“Fia,” the Priest said, her name spoken soft beside her ear. She turned carefully to look at him, his scars and his wry mouth and his decided Inver jaw.

“Yes?”

For a moment, the Priest was silent. When he spoke again, it was with a clarity and fervor she’d never heard in him before. There was conviction in every line of him, which she had never seen in regard to his clan or his gods.

“If I was anyone else—if my life had taken any other shape—I can think of nothing I’d want more than to pass every night the way I did this last.”

Fia drew in a sharp breath, heat burning behind her eyes. Nikolau had always pressed her—asked for more, wanting declarations and commitment and for her to leave what little she had behind in order to cleave more fully to him. The Priest’s words, by comparison, were like a dart to the softest places of her soul. There was no requirement in what he’d said, no additional weight or expectation settled on her. She was as free as she had been the moment she knocked on his door, and Fia found herself moved by that as she had never been moved before.

Reaching forward, she slipped her hand around the back of his neck, shifted herself a little closer, and kissed the Priest, her mouth warm and soft against his own.

At first, he seemed too surprised to respond. There was the briefest instant where he hesitated and did not move beneath her touch. Then his own hand reached out, tangling in the waves of her long, loose hair. Fia was hungry for his touch—all but starving for it—and she pressed him with her lips, asking for more, opening slowly to him until they sat half-upright in bed and he took full advantage of what she offered, deepening their kiss into something expectant and languid, the velvet slide of his tongue against hers a promise of things to come.

But they would not come, Fia warned herself as she broke away and scrambled to her feet, flush with both desire and despair. She would not do anything that would add to her heartbreak if what she had dreamed came to pass.

Without a word, Fia gathered up Justus and left the room.

She had not spoken to the Invers’ Priest since, though thoughts of him plagued her as she kept vigil at the feet of her goddess. Only when the sun dropped below the horizon and Raea’s visage finally traded sunlight for starlight did Fia shift and blink, breaking free of her tormented reverie. She straightened and tilted her head from side to side, trying unsuccessfully to work the knots from her neck. Slowly, the gathering dark returned her to herself. She realized, with a twist of shame, that her presence in the chapel had been a disturbance to the entire order of the cloister. Every day since she had come to it, the sorias sang before their altar and their goddess, raising their voices in worship at dawn, at noon, at sundown. But Fia’s vigil had gone unbroken, and as she thought over the blur of fragmented desires and regrets and ambitions that had been that day, she recalled hearing hymns of light rising from the beach.

When she stood and turned, she found Matria Dolenza waiting, seated near the door with her back against the wall, just as Fia had sat to nurse Justus Inver.

“Have you chosen a path for yourself, child?” Dolenza asked.

Fia nodded. Her Matria did not press any further, merely sitting as Fia offered her a low obeisance and left the chapel. The well-swept stone floors of the cloister were cool beneath her feet as she moved through its corridors, then out into the vast dooryard hemmed with citrus and olive trees that stretched between the cloister and its outer walls.

On the cloister’s threshold, she hesitated. Raea’s house kept its gates forever open and welcoming, and poised between them, Fia turned back to fix an image of home in her mind. Heat radiated from its stones even under starlight and moonlight; life sprang green and abundant in every nook and corner. Pressing a kiss to her fingers, Fia brushed them briefly against the outer wall.

Then she set off into the night, with no more than the kirtle on her back and her name and her goddess mark to call her own.



By the time Fia caught up to the royal procession, they were in Inverlyn again, arriving in the castle’s outer courtyard. It was strange, indeed, to walk into that gray and forbidding stronghold choked with milling guards and travelers, and feel that she was on familiar ground. Fia ignored the sudden change in her spirits as she walked through the castle gates—an echo of what she’d felt at the cloister. A sense of homecoming. She steeled herself, refusing to allow this place to feel so to her. It was a den of wolves and a danger at best, not somewhere to be comforted by.

Glora stood at the courtyard’s far end, waiting with a bevy of servants to oversee the chaos of disbanding the royal traveling party. Fia noticed the way the chatelaine’s eyes roamed over the royal party and settled on the Priest. For a moment, Glora watched him, and there was something in her focused attention that tugged at the postulant. As if warned by the weight of Fia’s regard, Glora’s gaze shifted, and she beckoned the postulant over to her. Reluctantly, and with little grace, Fia went.

“Didn’t expect to see you return,” Glora said with surprising satisfaction. “But you’ve dealt fairly with our little prince, so I’m not sorry you’re back.”

Startled, Fia locked her eyes on the chatelaine. “I… thank you. Where is the queen?”

Glora’s face softened, another entirely unlooked-for turn of events. “Gone straight to the sanctuary, to make her prayers to our gods. She gave orders that no one’s to disturb her.”

“And Justus? I was delayed on the road, or he’d be in my keeping.”

“Priest,” Glora called, her voice going rougher as she summoned him. “The nurse is back. Said she’ll take the boy.”

Fia watched the Priest make his way to them with infinite care, Justus in one arm, phelamon cane sweeping the ground as he navigated the minefield of crates and chests and oddments that was the courtyard in the midst of a royal return.

“Fia,” the Priest said. He handed Justus to her, and Fia took the baby eagerly, gathering him to herself with all the thwarted love she carried for Miriel.

“Ariana’s in some trouble,” the Priest said, drawing Fia a little away from Glora, who kept stealing interested, calculating glances at them. “She means to keep a vigil at the hearth goddess’s altar until dawn tomorrow. It’s not a practice of ours, and she’s only done it three times before—when she lost the two pregnancies before Celina, and when Orden hadn’t yet decided what to do about his moon-marked child.”

“It’s a rite meant to secure guidance,” Fia said, neglecting to mention that she’d been delayed by undertaking the same thing herself. “It means Ari’s foundering. That she feels she’s lost her way. You—you didn’t tell her what Gileta and Gwylen asked us, did you?”

“Gods, no!” Fia had never heard him sound so taken aback before. “I never would. There are some things she doesn’t need to know, for her own sake.”

Fia nodded emphatically. “I couldn’t agree more. I suppose it’s only Orden’s new war that has her rattled, then. Unless…”

Her voice trailed off. It seemed foolish to mention the brief warning she’d overheard Ariana offer to Dolenza at the altar, that Orden might be a threat to the Matria in some way. For two hundred years Raea’s emissaries had withstood the Invers’ desire to overthrow them, and never faltered.

But the Priest shifted his weight from one foot to the other, looking extremely reluctant. “The queen was preoccupied all the way home, and I never managed to pry the reason out of her. Orden told me himself, just before we reached the city. He plans to take over Raea’s cloister, not by force, but by subterfuge and religious maneuvering. He’ll incorporate Raea into the Inver pantheon, and her two sisters as well, in order to create a unified civil faith behind which all of Honoria can rally. Then he means to turn both his wars into something far larger—a crusade, to expand his influence to every corner of the known world.”

Fia looked at the Priest in horror. He seemed singularly undisturbed by the prospect, which only added to her distaste. “Your Inver gods and the Beloved Three couldn’t be more opposed to one another. There will never be an accord between them.”

The Priest shifted again, a pensive expression writing itself across his face. “Is it so unthinkable, though? Improbable, yes. But your goddesses are known for their peacemaking. Couldn’t they join with our gods and then rein in Orden’s ambition? A little more unity would be good for Honoria. Good for all of us.”

He spoke wistfully, as if the outcome he imagined was a gentle and desirable one. For her part, Fia saw nothing but the ruin of her dearest values. The goddesses would become a tool for warfare like Afon’s bastardized vision of Silith, a warrior deity who hungered for strife.

“It would be the end of the Beloved Three as they are now,” Fia ground out. “They would lose their light, their power, their virtue. Or at least, they would here. Above and beyond us they’d exist as they’ve always been, but do you really think they’d move us through dreams or hear our songs or mark us for faith and service were we to defile their worship with conflict and ill-gotten blood? We would lose something immeasurably precious, and once given up, it would be impossible to regain.”

“Haven’t you spilled blood by violence?” the Priest argued. “Aren’t you disobeying Raea now, just by being here, when she granted you a vision of what she expects will come to pass? Yet your faith, Fia, burns brighter than anything else I’ve ever felt. You scorch me with the heat of it.”

“I’m no soria,” Fia shot back with a disdainful toss of her head, even as the reminder of her transgressions threatened to drag her down. “Nor a goddess, to exist without flaws. This world is a mire, and Inver court more so than most places. Raea will understand if I’ve sullied myself a little during my time here.”

But doubt ate at her, gnawing away at the edges of her soul. Perhaps this was the source of Dolenza’s reluctance to hear her oath—perhaps, despite her protestations to the contrary, the Matria saw a fundamental lack in Fia’s nature, an absence of piety and holiness. Bright Raea herself only knew that when Fia looked inward, she saw nothing but fire and hunger and intemperate passion.

Or perhaps Dolenza meant to leverage her as a weapon against the king who would topple their goddess. Fia only wished her Matria had spoken plainly and told her what choice was expected. What path would best please the goddesses, when all of them seemed rimed with blood.

“Orden plans to make you Matria in Dolenza’s stead,” the Priest said quietly. “You’d be a support to Ariana, an ally to me, an arbiter of how the joining of faiths proceeds. Would you take the role, if the queen and I asked you to?”

“You speak very easily of an event that would require my Matria’s death. I myself would rather die than become an Inver puppet, no matter the comfort and power it afforded,” Fia said. “Besides which, I’d put Raea’s cloister to the torch before I let you dim her light in any way.”

She strode off, but within a moment the Priest’s hand was on her arm, halting her in her tracks, pulling her back to him.

“Don’t touch me,” Fia murmured, because there were servants and idle courtiers watching them now, as well as Glora. She wouldn’t give the satisfaction of letting them overhear a word.

“Think about it,” the Priest pleaded. “Don’t you trust Ariana? If she chooses this, don’t you think it could be for the best? I’ve little enough love for Orden, but in this one thing, I believe he may be right. A joining of our ways and yours—it could mend something vital that was broken two centuries ago. You could be part of that.”

“I am not your absolution,” Fia told him, scorn radiating from her words. “And while I’d trust Ariana Lyrien with my life, Ariana Inver is someone else entirely. Your brother has his claws in her. He’s made her into something other than a daughter of stars, clouding over the face of her goddess until she can’t see clearly. And I trust nothing about Orden—not his words, his actions, or his intentions.”

“What about me?” the Priest asked. “Would you trust me?”

Fia couldn’t help relenting a little. She turned to him fully and raised a hand to his face.

“I want you to live,” she said, all the ire gone from her voice. “I want you to die at peace, an old man in your bed, as no Inver from the line of kings has done for two hundred years. But that doesn’t mean I trust you.”

“I wish you could,” the Priest said, as if it would be the crowning achievement of a torturous lifetime to have her place her faith in him.

“Yes,” Fia answered, with a trace of her customary sharpness. “I wish I could too.”



While Ariana kept a vigil in the lightless sanctuary at the mountain’s heart, Fia shared it with her at its peak. As she had fruitlessly waited for guidance from the goddess of the sun, now she sought the same from the moon and stars. Fia did not sleep. She did not eat. She took water and fed and rocked Justus, and from the open balcony, watched the stars and a sickle moon wheel across the sky. Fia prayed with all her strength and fire that Gentle Lyria would see past Ariana’s actions, past her ruined brand, and guide her lost daughter rightly.

When the first light of dawn stained the eastern horizon faintly gray, a noise from the doorway in the room behind her brought Fia’s heart to her throat, her pulse racing. She whirled, hoping to find her queen, but it was only Beneson letting himself in.

“The king wants to speak with you,” Beneson said. “He’s been speaking to a lot of people. I think… I think changes are coming. He’s had the Priest in, and Hadrian for hours, with Lucian coming and going too. It’s been busy in his study all night, mostly with his merchants and spies.”

“Is Ariana with him?” Fia asked in a rush as she left the balcony and reentered the queen’s chambers. “Has she come up from the sanctuary yet?”

“Not that I’ve seen,” Beneson said. “But I had to step away a time or two. She might’ve gone in and I missed it.”

Fia turned away from him because she didn’t want him to see her grow pale, sudden fear running like ice through her veins. Everything was unsteady and uncertain, and the memory of the bloodborne dream dogged her like a haint.

“Fia,” Beneson asked softly from his place by the door. “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” she said, steeling herself against the fear. “Will you watch Justus, or did the king want him too?”

“I can stay with him.”

Fia was under no illusions as she went down the queen’s narrow stairs and through the corridors that led to the king’s broader, more expansive staircase. If Ariana had chosen to align herself with Orden, and to ask Fia to join them, a refusal would end in death. They couldn’t have her going back to Dolenza, bearing tales about an Inver plot to take over the cloister and replace its Matria. Fia’s death would have to be made to look like an accident, to avoid giving Dolenza cause to sanction the castle—a fall, perhaps, or an unfortunate meeting with bandits on the road back to the plains. Whatever happened, if Fia refused the king, her life would dwindle to a few days’ span at best.

The irony of it all, Fia thought as she stood on the threshold to the king’s chambers, was that she’d never, even for an instant, craved the martyrdom some sorias desired.

“He’s waiting for you,” one of the door guards said. “You can let yourself in.”

If Fia had ever thought to envision a room that fully reflected the Inver kings, it would have been the one she walked into. Shutting the door in her wake, she found herself in a sitting room with expansive views of the southern plains. Pale gray light illuminated the space, which was masculine in its appointments. Tapestries of hunting scenes draped the walls, the furniture was heavy and dark, and the room’s central furnishing was not for comfort, but for statecraft—an enormous oak desk sat near the windows, its surface strewn with maps and ledgers. The whole place was suffused with Orden Inver’s energy, redolent with an air of restlessness and power and potential. At the room’s far end, an open door offered a glimpse of the king’s bedchamber, where the covers of his shadowy, ornately carved four-poster bed were thrown back. A pair of wiry-haired hounds lounged on the bedroom hearth, but neither seemed bothered by a stranger’s presence. They were used to comings and goings, Fia expected, bred for companionship and the hunt rather than service as guards, like some of the vicious-tempered curs she’d encountered in the mountains.

Drawing in a deep breath to steady herself, Fia frowned. The very air in her lungs smelled of Honoria’s king, potent with sandalwood and phelamon spice, and beneath that, with the sweat of horses and men. She felt, more than ever, like a creature in a trap and fought down the urge to turn and bolt.

No. Fia had never run from anything. She’d only ever traveled toward a goal—moving from hardship to hope. Honoria desperately needed hope and healing just now, and Fia seemed uniquely placed to give it. She’d bide her time. She’d accept whatever unholy bargain Orden offered her, playing into his hand just long enough to ensure she was trusted. Then, before Dolenza could be harmed, and when it could not be traced back to a postulant and the cloister, Fia would do what Raea’s own daughters had taught her.

To heal through bloodshed. To cut off what was rotten in order to save what was sound. She would sever Orden from the Hand like so much spoiled flesh.

“Your Majesty?” Fia called, her voice perfectly even. “How can I be of service?”
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For assistance in this little matter of seizing your wife’s dowry, I commend to you my new spymaster, Lucian. He bears no loyalty to anyone but himself, and knows no master but his own ambition. If you are able to further his aims and stoke his vanity, you will find him of great use. I certainly have done so.

—FROM DARIAS INVER TO HADRIAN INVER



The sound of running feet echoing through his cavern sanctuary did not startle the Priest, nor the gasping breaths that punctuated the noise. He was accustomed to Silith’s ghosts reliving the moments just before their dying—as morbid and soul-destroying as such reenactments were, one really could get used to anything.

What he did not expect was Beneson’s sudden presence alongside him on the altar rise, and the boy speaking in a jumble as he struggled for air.

“Priest… upstairs… everything’s gone wrong… they say the king’s dead.”

The Priest’s pulse did not so much as jump. He’d lived through three feigned assassinations of his father, Darias, all of which had been ploys to ferret out those who might seize the throne after the king’s demise. And following the battle summer in Corrin, news had been brought to him once that Orden was dead—he’d clashed with Afon on the field, not during the battles but after. Somehow, both kings had strayed from their respective encampments and been seen fighting hand to hand before a cloud of leftover witchsmoke seeped up from the earth and hid them from view.

They should not have survived the smoke. Of course, the Priest should not have either. But he bore the scars to show for his narrow escape, while Orden and Afon had emerged unmarked. Thankfully, Orden’s presumed death in Corrin had been announced and retracted, all in the span of two hours—the Priest did not like to think what would have happened to the capital and the throne had his brother been missing much longer. A bloodbath, no doubt.

As Beneson stood panting beside him, shuffling nervously and waiting for some word of reassurance for the Priest, he put away the cloth soaked in illiath oil with which he’d been cleaning Tyrus’s altar. No doubt this was some scheme of Orden’s to root out would-be usurpers before his departure to Caervallion at harvest time.

“Well, all right,” the Priest said at last. “If my brother’s supposedly dead, where is he hiding? I want a word with him.”

“There are guards swarming the king’s chambers,” Beneson said, his voice breaking a little with concern. “I think he’s in there. Lucian and Gaius are managing things. They’ve arrested the queen and the nurse. It’s not… I don’t think this is a ruse. I think the king’s really dead. You know what he’s like with Her Majesty. They forced her through the halls in chains, weeping as she went. He doesn’t like people looking at her wrong, let alone that. Please come up. Please.”

Slowly, the hair on the back of the Priest’s neck was beginning to rise, and the internal sense that warned him of danger to jangle. He should leave. That was the first thought that struck him. He should leave now. If it was true—if Orden had finally been felled—they’d come for the Priest next. If it was only some ruse, he could invent an explanation for his absence. A pilgrimage, or something of the sort. But better to be safe. Better to vanish and return when the dust from whatever this was had settled.

Instead, a question tore itself from him. “Where is my nephew?”

Until he spoke it, the Priest did not realize how badly he needed to know. It would be Justus who was claimed next, if Orden had truly died and the Priest vanished. Even if Gileta had carried out the assassination, the moment the Invers realized the throne stood empty, someone would find the baby and remove him in their own bid for power.

“I don’t know!” Beneson answered in agony. “No one’s said anything about him.”

Snatching up his cane, the Priest put a hand on the page’s shoulder. “Take me to the queen’s rooms. Now.”

But when they reached the tunnel at the top of the cavern stair, a crowd of guards waited.

“Can’t let you through,” one of them said, half apologetically. “Magistrate’s orders.”

That would be Lucian. Court magistrate was, for the most part, a ceremonial title, which only mattered when it came to issues of succession. For obvious reasons, the magistrate was generally chosen from among those the king believed to be wholly on his side. Lucian had been given the role before the Priest returned, newly blinded, from Vesper. The Priest had tried, over the years, to convince Orden to remove Lucian from the office, but his brother hadn’t wanted the bother.

“And I have equal standing to the magistrate, if not greater, given that I am Priest. So move,” he ground out.

The guards did not budge. “It’s also our captain’s orders, and he specified that we weren’t to let you pass.”

Surely something terrible had happened in the mountain above, and this was no design of Orden’s. Surely his brother would not subject him to such indignity, nor the queen.

Without waiting or offering an argument, the Priest turned. He swept back down the stairs with Beneson, this time leading the way himself. They traveled along the cavern wall for a good long while, and the page did not speak, his breath ragged and choking in the silence. The boy was in tears and near panic, the Priest realized, but he couldn’t spare a thought for that yet. He was counting his steps and could not afford distraction.

At last, they’d traveled the necessary distance. The Priest groped along the cavern wall in the dark and felt heavy crescentcloth rather than stone.

“This way,” he murmured to Beneson, pulling the boy past the drapery and into a second tunnel.

Though the Priest had found and charted a number of such passageways, this one he’d never used after the initial discovery, wishing to keep its existence secret. He was forced to travel with a hand at face height, to ward off the cobwebs that thickly curtained the rising tunnel. Layers of rock dust shifted soft and gritty beneath his feet as they carried on. Finally, a faint murmur of voices grew audible ahead, and the Priest slowed, indicating to Beneson with a hand on the arm that they must move in silence.

Another barrier of crescentcloth, and they were out, into the masculine smell and forceful atmosphere of the king’s bedchamber. From the adjoining study, Lucian’s and Gaius’s voices emanated.

“… stupid to let it happen, regardless,” the spymaster was saying. “Doesn’t even matter who it was, or who takes over now. I’ll always feel a fool for backing the younger brother. Should’ve listened to Darias and taken the eldest’s part, but when Orden beat his father till the corpse was barely recognizable, well. I thought the writing was on the wall.”

“You couldn’t have known,” Gaius said in his rumbling, bulldog’s mutter. “I always liked the way he was with the guard. Easy with the rank and file, made people want to follow him. The older one was a witchsmoke vial waiting to shatter and consume us all.”

Lucian made a small sound of dissent. “I think he’d have evened out, in time, and done great things. Suppose it doesn’t matter now. You followed my orders for those conniving bitches, yes?”

“Hm. Dungeon for the queen, confinement to a storeroom for the nurse. You really think Dolenza’s handmaiden had nothing to do with it?”

This time, the noise Lucian made was disdainful. “Her Majesty’s swearing it up and down. On her son, on Orden’s corpse, on the stars themselves. If she had a goddess mark any longer, she’d swear by that too. But I don’t know. She’s the type to play the martyr to keep Raea’s cloister in one piece. Still, I don’t relish the idea of picking a fight with the Solis Plains.”

“Do you believe her story?” Gaius asked. “That she killed Orden herself because she was tired of moving him when she could just as well hold the reins of power?”

“Hardly!” Lucian sounded as if he’d like to spit in disgust. “She couldn’t kill a spider, much less the man she spread her legs for. What Orden saw in that spineless, sniveling little woman I’ll never know. We’ll keep her as a prize, for whoever claims the vacant throne. They can have Orden’s son, too—he’s in the queen’s rooms for now, though I suppose I’ll have to find him a decent nurse to keep him suckled until our next sovereign rises. Gods, never thought I’d see the day when I had to supervise an infant, even if he will end up on an altar before long.”

The Priest gestured to Beneson, and the boy’s hand was on his shoulder in a moment.

“Fetch the prince. Take him to my cell,” the Priest breathed. “Use the servants’ corridors and go unseen. Tuck Justus away while you move through the castle, like I did with his sister.”

Immediately, Beneson was off, moving with no more noise than a cat. Once he was certain the boy had gone, the Priest strode forward through Orden’s bedchamber and spoke.

“I hear I’m needed for final rites. I don’t appreciate being locked up like a common secretary when the gods’ business must be done.”

The moment of silence and sudden charge in the air spoke volumes as to Lucian’s and Gaius’s discomfort with his appearance. Were it not for the fact that he needed, desperately, to find out what the hell was going on, the Priest would have enjoyed their shock.

“Well?” he prompted. “Where is he? Mortis won’t wait long, or do you want to raise the ire of the god of death?”

Of course they didn’t. Though the Invers were more than comfortable with other people dying, preferably in ways that conferred some advantage upon them, they were singularly uncomfortable with the idea of their own deaths. The Priest had made sure that Mortis was seen as a hungry and constant specter, looming over every soul equally and waiting to drag them into his realm. Any serious displeasure on the god’s part (and by extension, the Priest’s) could drastically shorten the duration of one’s life.

“By the window,” Gaius said hastily. “Behind the desk.”

The Priest crossed the room, careful to keep half his attention on the spymaster and captain of the guard. He did not think either would move on him, little though he was liked by them. Bad enough to have the void left by a dead king to worry over—the role of Priest was traditionally far more trouble to fill.

His cane tapped against the leg of Orden’s desk, and then struck something softer and more yielding. Lowering himself to his knees, the Priest reached out.

Dully, he realized the truth. Until this moment, it had felt impossible. But before him, splayed out on the floor of the king’s study, lay Orden Inver. There was no scent of blood and no wound on him that the Priest could find, as he went over his brother’s body with practiced hands. But there was a heady scent of summer wine on the air, suggesting poison.

The contours of Orden’s face were familiar in how closely they mirrored the Priest’s own. He shut his brother’s eyes, noting how even after days on the road, with a new plan for domination to foment, Orden had taken time to shave. He’d always been keen on appearances, telling the Priest when they were boys that half of your power lay in looking like someone who deserved respect.

Orden dead.

Gods, the Priest had dreamed of this moment. He’d planned it out a dozen different ways. Wished for it more nights than he could count. And now that his brother’s cooling body lay before him, it took him like a knife in the guts.

Biting back a choking sound of grief, the Priest squared his shoulders. He muttered a few perfunctory prayers, moving his hands as if to invoke the gods. Lucian and Gaius would have no idea that it was all meaningless. Neither of them was remotely devout. Orden hadn’t really been either, when it came down to it. If he believed in anything, it was his Priest and his wife and his guard, much good that had done him at the end.

The Priest swore under his breath. He and Ariana had known more powers than ever wanted Orden dead. But so many had tried for him over the years and never succeeded. The king had seemed invincible. If only the Priest had said something—warned Orden of the offer Gileta and Gwylen had made him, or found some other way to leave his brother more wary.

“They found Dolenza’s woman kneeling by his body,” Lucian said maliciously. “The one who whored herself out to you at the naming ceremony. Ariana’s sworn a thousand ways it wasn’t the postulant who did this, it was her, but she’s protecting the cloister, no doubt. How does it feel to have bedded the witch who killed your brother?”

The Priest straightened, rocking back on his heels.

“Will you move against Raea’s house, then?” he asked.

“I’m not a king,” Lucian said with fine indifference. “It’s not my outlook. Gods help whoever takes the throne; they’ll have to decide. Much as I’d like to see those plains women burn, it’ll mean starvation for most of us if they do.”

The Priest pressed a hand to his forehead briefly. Whatever came next, it was going to be a nightmare. “Is anyone making a bid for the crown yet?”

“The rest of court is still locked down and will remain so until the question of succession is resolved,” Lucian said cannily. “You and I have never been friends, but I think we can agree on one thing—none of us will benefit if Inverlyn’s turned into a battleground over Orden’s death. I intend to keep the nobility under guard until a worthy successor arises.”

“Justus is Orden’s heir by law,” the Priest said. “If no one takes the throne through force, it goes to the previous ruler’s closest blood relation.”

Lucian let out a hissing breath. “The Invers will never accept an infant king, no more than they’d accept a blind one. I’m surprised you’re sensible enough to keep yourself clear of any attempts at the throne, though I suppose I shouldn’t be—you’ve always valued your own survival above all else, and you wouldn’t live out a week as Honoria’s head.”

“As you say,” the Priest answered tersely. He got to his feet and stretched, but stayed where he was, standing over Orden’s body. He found himself loath to leave it, as if his once-formidable brother required a guard. “I’m no fool.”

“I’m frustrated by the nobility’s sluggishness,” Lucian admitted. A small scuffling sound indicated that he’d put his booted feet up on the hearth fender, where he sat before cold ashes with Gaius. “A generation ago, they’d all have had plans to move on an empty throne the moment it was vacated. Though your father would never have let himself be killed before he had heirs ready to succeed him.”

“Darias was a formidable king,” the Priest owned. “And Honoria was, if nothing else, stable while he ruled.”

“He’d have been appalled to see what his sons did with this place after he was gone,” Lucian said. “Orden marrying a soria, you transporting houseless Corrinians through your dank little cavern just to spite your brother. Pity I could never find a way to prove you were at it—Orden would have flayed you alive on Tyrus’s altar for betraying his trust. He thought so well of you, he’d never have believed me if I didn’t have damning evidence. But if I’d managed it—gods, he’d have been livid. He did so hate disloyalty.”

“A great pity, that you were never able to turn him against me,” the Priest said drily. “What are your plans for Inverlyn while we wait for the succession to sort itself out?”

“Well,” the spymaster said, drawing out the word and clearly enjoying his new authority, “as I’ve told you, the slowness of the nobility is cause for concern. Every hour Honoria’s throne sits empty is an hour we appear weak in the eyes of our enemies. Given your role as Priest, and our… differences in temperament and sympathies… it’s possible one or two of the nobles might begin their succession bid if they’re able to use you as an emissary. I intend to allow you to visit the court families who’ve been locked down, one at a time, in hopes of galvanizing them to hurry their attempts at seizing power.”

The Priest leaned against Orden’s desk, one foot still nudged up against his brother’s body. “And what makes you think I could be the spark that starts the wildfire?”

“People at this court trust you,” Lucian said frankly. “They don’t always like you, they don’t see you as an equal, but they trust you because you’ve proven trustworthy as Priest. They’re far more likely to take you into their confidences than me. And once they do, you and Gaius and I can consider their plans and decide who’d best fit the throne.”

“You are the last person in Honoria I’d ever want to play kingmaker with.”

Lucian laughed softly. “That’s as may be. But we’re not often given a choice in these matters. And I have something to offer as an enticement, which I don’t think you’ll be able to refuse.”

“Try me,” the Priest said.

“When the succession is secure, I will back you in requesting a quick death for Ariana, and in demanding your plains witch be returned to Dolenza rather than killed for any perceived involvement in Orden’s death. Justus I can’t do much about—the child was dead the moment his father’s heart stopped. There’s never been an Inver who would tolerate an infant rival to their reign. I’ll push for a humane death, though—he could be a blood offering, made by your own hands. As far as transfers of power go, this one will be measured. Merciful, by our people’s standards. But only if you provide me with the information I want, on which of the nobles mean to try for the throne.”

Everything within the Priest was revolting. He’d never allowed himself to fall under Lucian’s nefarious sway before—it was hubris for the spymaster to think he might do so now, or to believe the Priest would view his promises as anything but lies. If he was hastier and less self-possessed, the Priest would surrender to the overwhelming temptation rising within him and drive a knife into Lucian that very moment. But Gaius was still captain of the guard and would have the Priest under arrest the moment his blade met Lucian’s heart. Then what? A lingering death for himself and Fia and Ariana, followed by a civil war and another religious purge. Anything but feigned compliance now would tip Honoria into the sort of chaos both he and Lucian were attempting to avert.

“We will make uneasy allies at best,” the Priest warned, because Lucian would expect no less. “If the opportunity to undermine you arises, I will take it without a second thought. If the chance to kill you for my own advancement comes, I will seize it with relish, and know you would do the same. The moment Ariana and Justus have slipped easily into death, and Fia is back in Dolenza’s care, I will begin to plan your downfall.”

“An uninspiring threat,” Lucian said easily, “and one I can live with.”
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Remembering that the sun was their mother, the living things upon the earth cried out not to Lyria nor to Silith, but to Raea, when the shadow came among them. Busy with her other harvests, the bright sun did not hear. With her mercy and her brokenness, Gentle Lyria tried to banish the shadow and failed, for it was too far to be pierced by her thousand lights. With her knowledge and changefulness, Wise Silith attempted to drive out the darkness and was rebuffed, for it hid in every crevice and deep place, where she could not reach.

At last, Raea’s storehouses were full. Bending to the cries of her children, the sun rose in power once more, and the shadow over the earth was consumed.

—FROM “THE SHADOW ON THE EARTH,” A SACRED STORY OF THE BELOVED THREE



They’d locked Fia not in some dungeon, but in a stinking back storeroom, which smelled of spoiling meat and rotting vegetables. She’d been handled roughly on the way, for she fought tooth and nail, snarling and spitting and hurling invectives at the Inver guards. Fear had put her beyond herself temporarily, turning her into a cur that bit and howled. Even in her panic, though, she had not considered using the blooded touch—not so publicly, not ever. Now, she paced furiously, four steps forward, four steps back. The motion calmed her, tamping down mindless fear, making her a thinking creature with wit and intent once more.

This much was true: she must find a way to sever every tie she’d ever had to the cloister. Unlike Ariana, she bore her mark intact. She wore a postulant’s kirtle. She’d been sent to the mountain at Dolenza’s behest. Things would go very, very badly for Raea’s house if Fia did not manage to cut herself off from them completely, given that she’d been found kneeling by Orden’s still-warm body.

That had been a hideous shock. Not the body, for she’d seen her share of corpses. But that it had been the king, with her at his side in the wordless moment of his dying. Her mind ran with blistering speed, moving from possibility to possibility. She could not simply kill herself by turning the blooded touch against her own veins. A martyr’s death was expected of her people—that would not absolve Dolenza and the cloister. Neither could she scrabble and pull at whatever connections she had on the mountain, using them to facilitate her own escape. To flee would still leave Raea’s house under the shadow of blood guilt. She might, perhaps, maintain Dolenza and the cloister’s innocence for some time under torture—Fia had known a great deal of mistreatment in life already—but she had also suffered enough to know that everyone broke in the end. If the Invers set themselves on forcing an accusation from her lips, sooner or later, they would get it.

Which left her Nikolau and the Priest. She could claim, with a measure of truth, to be an associate of Honoria’s deserters, who’d used the goddess’s kirtle as a means to access the throne. If she did so, the halfhearted searches and raids conducted on Nikolau’s followers would reach the fever pitch of an inquisition. They would be hunted to extinction, and die screaming. She would trade the destruction of the cloister for the wholesale slaughter of Nikolau and his people.

So. The Priest. He could, perhaps, declare Fia mad. Burn her brand away and say she’d done it herself, before killing Orden. Claim she harbored some strange and darkling obsession with the Invers and their habits—Raea only knew, Afon seemed to skirt close to that same condition. If the Priest upheld her madness and made an offering of her to Tyrus, it might, just might, be enough. Everything in Fia recoiled at the thought. She had only ever wanted, with a fierce and desperate longing, to live. But what else could she do?

A grating sound came at the door and it was swung open, flooding the storeroom with torchlight. Though her eyes were dazzled, Fia immediately recognized the dry, soft voice emanating from behind the ruddy glow.

“Well then, plains witch,” Lucian said. “Someone else has claimed your crime, and the throne as well. Do you care to dispute that?”

Of course. If another Inver claimed Orden’s death and had the means with which to hold the throne, they would be accepted as ruler in his stead. Should others in the clan protest that claim, there might be infighting. Squabbles approaching the level of a minor civil war. But there would not be the ruthless slaughter that would come if Fia remained guilty and was tied to either the cloister or the deserters.

She shook her head in denial until her teeth rattled.

“I thought not,” Lucian purred. “You’re to return to your duties, then, nursing the dead king’s get. Fall in.”

As she made to pass him, he did not stand aside. Instead, though he was a few inches less than Fia in height, Lucian threw his weight against her, slamming her into the lintel of the door. She felt her jaw snap on her tongue and tasted blood.

“You’d have been better off claiming guilt,” the spymaster murmured. “It was your lapsed star who owned Orden’s murder and her intention to take the throne. And she has nothing to back her claim—I’ve already got her in chains, waiting for whoever rises to make an offering of her before our gods. For years now, I’ve wanted to see that. I can be patient another week or so.”

Fia said nothing. She let herself be shoved along, adding bruises to her bruises, and asked no questions when they chivvied her not toward the castle’s upper reaches and the queen’s quarters, but into the tunnel that led to the sanctuary. There, Lucian and his men did no more than push her out onto the stairs that led down into the impenetrable gloom and turn back the way they came. Fia waited, feeling her pulse quicken. After a long while, she heard a loud clang and scrape from the tunnel’s far end, as Lucian locked its entrance.

Then she was alone, trapped in the dark.

An unpleasant, slithering sensation ran down Fia’s spine. She could see bodies in her mind’s eye—her youngest siblings, dead of plague and frozen in the cellar below their mountain hovel. Her brother, hanging from a deserter’s noose. The prisoner of war she’d sacrificed with her own hands. Orden Inver, gasping out his last breath at her feet as she watched the light leave his eyes. Forcing down her traitorous fear, Fia descended the stairs and felt about for the Priest’s grooved pathway. When she found it, she carried on, into the bowels of the cavern.

Around her, a faint crystal-clear sound grew audible from somewhere in the void. Singing. Silith’s ghosts were chanting a hymn. And not just any hymn, but the Silithien song for the dead.

With a muffled curse, Fia stumbled and righted herself, heart hammering in her chest at the thought of what would happen if she lost the path. Coming to the altar rise, she traded etched grooves for the Priest’s taut wire pathway, which ran from the rise to his quarters. All the while, Silith’s daughters sang, until at last Fia’s fingers brushed the rock wall and wooden doorway of the Priest’s cell.

“Priest,” she said carefully before lifting the latch. “It’s Fia. I’m coming in.”

The moment she stepped through the door, the ghostly sorias ceased their singing, so that small rustling noises filled the space instead. Reaching for the patch box and lamp the Priest kept on hand for others, Fia struck a light. Its flare was intolerably bright, and it took her vision some time to adjust. When it had, she found a spectacle that filled her with a sinking sensation.

Strewn across the bed were packets of herbs, travel rations, and an open rucksack, in which the corner of the Priest’s ancient herbal compendium was visible. Justus lay in his bassinet, contentedly sucking on one fat fist, while the Priest rifled through open drawers in his expansive bureau. He barely nodded as Fia laid a hand on his arm.

“We’re leaving,” the Priest said flatly. “You can come, if you like. But it’s now or never. Ariana’s been arrested—she claimed Orden’s death. Lucian has the mountain locked down to prevent a bloodbath, now the throne is empty and anyone could claim it. So I’ve got to get Justus out of here, or he won’t last a week.”

“You can’t just leave!” Fia protested. She felt she’d be sick if she thought too much about Ariana in chains. “This is your mountain and your people. You need to stay and save Ari.”

A muscle worked in the Priest’s jaw. “No, I don’t. She chose her fate. Someone had to save your wretched skin, and your goddess house. I don’t even want to know how you ended up in Orden’s chambers, standing over his corpse.”

“What will they do to her?” Fia managed to get out.

The Priest shrugged. “Most likely she’ll be offered to Tyrus to legitimize our next sovereign’s rise to power. If Justus is here, he’ll join her on the altar. I do not intend to be the one holding that knife. If we leave now and travel fast, we can get Celina from your cloister before anyone else reaches her. Miriel too, if you want to stay with me and mine. Then we’ll book passage for Vesper and seek amnesty there. The idea of going turncoat has never appealed to me, but if selling Inver secrets is what will keep my brother’s children alive, so be it.”

Fia shook with rage and nausea. Part of it, she knew, was shock as well, and a horrible poisonous guilt over Ariana’s current position. But the Priest was here, so he must bear the brunt of it.

“How can you be so heartless?” she snapped. “That you could simply leave Ariana to suffer and die? She thinks the world of you, you know. There must be something we can do for her.”

The Priest let out a bitter, scoffing sound. “You call me heartless? I’m not the reason she’s in a cell. When Gileta spoke of regicide, I don’t think she intended for you to run back up this mountain and slaughter my brother at the first opportunity. What is the point of forestalling a war in Caervallion if you spark a civil uprising here instead?”

His anger was a cold flame compared to her heat, but at his accusation, Fia’s temper guttered and burned low.

“I—Priest, I didn’t kill Orden. How can you think that I did?”

He raised one scarred brow. “You’ve killed twice since coming to Inverlyn. And you were comfortable enough with it that I’m sure you’d taken lives before your arrival, as well. Who would a devout follower of the Three wish to snuff out more than an Inver king?”

“You,” Fia said sharply. “A bastard pagan who serves abominable gods in a desecrated sanctum. But behold, I haven’t knifed you yet.”

The Priest was silent, though she could see from his decisive movements and rigid posture that he was still seething. He finished filling his rucksack and set it aside, taking a stone crock of goat’s milk from the chest of drawers along with a clean rag.

“Come, little flame,” the Priest said quietly to Justus as he sat down on the bed next to his nephew’s bassinet. “Best to eat while you can; we’ve a long and trying road ahead.”

“Give him to me,” Fia said, holding out her hands. “I can feed him faster, if you’re truly bent on leaving. Let it be my last gift to him.”

The Priest’s mouth twisted. “I don’t think a final sup at the breast will quite negate you killing his father.”

Before the Priest could dip his rag in goat’s milk, Fia snatched his hand, pressing it firm to the back of her neck. “By Bright Raea and my mark, I swear to you here and now that I never harmed Orden Inver, nor helped anyone else end his life. Should I mislead in my oath, may the sun strike me dead. Are you happy, you stubborn ass?”

A fraught moment passed. The Priest’s hand, which had been rigid against Fia’s skin, slowly relaxed, cupping her neck and the sacred place where her goddess mark rested.

“Fia, I—” he began, but she was not ready to relent.

“Thought that I am a fool? Worse than a fool, even? To kill a king with no plan for what comes after? Have I truly given you the impression that I am so full of spite and malice, with no room for foresight?”

The Priest kept his head low, accepting her words.

“What about you?” Fia hissed finally, though she did not let go of him. She kept her hand over his, warm on the back of her neck, and moved her thumb against his fingers, tracing slow circles until she felt a frisson of desire, and heard a hitch in his breath. “You have more reason to hate Orden and wish him dead than anyone else on this mountain. Swear to me it wasn’t you, Priest, and that you didn’t embroil Ariana and I in some old vendetta against your brother.”

The Priest’s soft grip grew harder, near painful.

“If I wanted Orden dead,” he growled, “I’d have killed him years ago. And I would certainly not be saving his son.”

“I like that you’re saving his son,” Fia said with satisfaction as she leaned closer. “I like it very much, even if I disagree with the manner you’ve chosen for it. But if it wasn’t you, and it wasn’t me, who killed your brother?”

“Gileta, possibly, though I think she’d have managed things more neatly. Afon, most likely,” the Priest answered, drawing away from her with a visible effort. “If it was an Inver, they’d have come forward already, not wanting to risk the throne sitting empty and being claimed by someone else. Their succession would have been immediate. Vesper, perhaps?”

“Not Vesper.” Fia was certain. Whatever bad blood existed between them, if Vesper had chosen to destabilize Honoria in such a way, Nikolau would have sent word to her, knowing she was at the castle. The Priest looked as if he was about to speak, then shook off the question that hung unspoken between them.

“We all knew there had to be a reason Afon chose to appear at council, besides a liking for Ariana asking him—this is it,” the Priest stated instead. “Worse yet, no one will make him pay. My people will be far too busy vying for power to bother with accusing Caervallion and renewing a war they can’t win without my brother’s guidance. The moment we’re all fighting, Afon will annex Corrin unless Gileta stops him, which she won’t. If she thinks he’s even likely to return to the fold, she’ll let him do it and call it a mercy for Corrin. She wants the distinction of reforming a warlord, I think. Gileta’s overfond of playing at being Silith’s Matria. After Corrin, we’ll be next.”

“No use worrying about Caervallion now,” Fia said, falling into the intense practicality of Raea’s chosen as she took Justus from his bassinet and put him to her breast. “We’ll have to focus on our most immediate problems first. We need to secure Ariana’s safety before worrying about who really toppled Orden.”

“There’s nothing we can do for her, besides which, Ariana Lyrien has been brought up for martyrdom since she was a babe in arms,” the Priest answered grimly. “She’s getting what she wants, no doubt. A death that will erase any transgressions and missteps she made among us, and restore her in the eyes of her goddess. None of that is my problem anymore. Neither is Honoria.”

“Well, they’re my problems. And I’m not leaving,” Fia said, glowering. “The moment I vanish, it will undo everything Ariana ever intended. Her death will truly be senseless—Lucian and whoever takes the throne will use my absence as proof of collusion with the queen, and reason enough to strike at Raea’s cloister. I will not let her dying be for nothing, if she must die at all.”

“She will die. And you will, too, if you stay. Whether Raea’s cloister falls depends on who takes the throne, but no Inver in power will let you live if there’s the slightest hint of suspicion that you might be the one who turned king killer, for fear you’ll do it again.”

Fia shifted toward him, and he swayed toward her, too, as if she was a lodestone and he the steel it drew. Ever so gently, she cupped the Priest’s face with her free hand. A shiver ran through him, and Fia smiled. She knew, in this moment, with a bright and shining certainty, why she had come to Inverlyn. Could see with perfect clarity the webs of power running out from the Priest’s cell and tangling themselves across all Honoria.

“You’re wrong,” she said. “There’s one Inver who would let me live, and who can ensure Ariana lives too. Dolenza asked me once if I thought you would make a better ruler for Honoria than your brother. I didn’t answer her then, but I’m answering now. Silas Inver, I want you to rise. For Ari’s sake, for mine, for Justus’s, and even for your own. You and Honoria will do well together, I know it. So let us take a great and terrible chance. We may not have killed Orden, but we can put you on his throne.”

The Priest swallowed visibly. “The Invers barely accept me in my present role. They’ll never have me as their king. I don’t possess the temperament for it.”

“Not a king,” Fia said, relentless in her demands. “I want a regent. I want a stable Honoria, and no civil war to come from all of this. I want Afon thwarted, and Ariana safe. Which means you standing against Lucian and whoever else grasps at power, and claiming the throne on Justus’s behalf. Then, when the time comes for Justus to take the throne, I want the first bloodless succession in Inver history. This is what we’ll grasp for, Priest—a better world because we were in it.”

He aged before her, shoulders sagging with worry and care, and shook his head. “You sound like Orden, just before he died. Talking of a new Honoria and unprecedented unity.”

“I never disagreed with his goal,” Fia said. “Only with his methods. I don’t choose conquest as a weapon. I choose you, and I would wield you as regent. So answer me this, Priest. Will you run, or will you rise?”
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I send you thanks for the use of your spymaster, who has indeed been most obliging. He is now five hundred gold nobles the richer, and in possession of a fine country house at the northwestern edge of my newly expanded lands, which had been intended for my wife. I doubt he will find it necessary to disclose this acquisition to Your Majesty, particularly given the convenient access to both sea and deep mountains this country house affords. A tidy bolt hole, for a spymaster and an assassin, should he ever displease his master. Naturally, I have assured him of my discretion, and that the house and its estate will remain officially in my name, should he ever need to go to ground.

—FROM HADRIAN INVER TO DARIAS INVER



Fia’s touch lit a fire in the Priest’s flesh, and her words lit a fire in his bones. But he was a pragmatist if nothing else, and shook off her hands.

“I have some connections,” he said flatly. “Some favors I could call in among a few of the nobles. But nothing to rival Lucian, who has the guard in his pocket and the highest-placed Invers already plotting as to how they can take the throne. Even if I could outmaneuver Lucian and claim the kingship for Justus and a regency for myself, an infant and a blind man wouldn’t last long as heads of this court.”

“Not with Lucian still in power,” Fia said. “Not without the guard under your control and whichever nobles might support you raised to the highest possible positions. Not without an unforeseen ally who can keep the remainder of Honoria’s most powerful families in check.”

“An impossibility,” the Priest told her, one hand straying to his rucksack to methodically check its straps and buckles. He itched to be away. The idea Fia had put forward was so vast and daunting he could hardly get his head around it. To rule Honoria. Never, not once, had the Priest considered grasping for that position.

“Not an impossibility,” Fia said. “A difficulty. And one we can surmount, if we set ourselves on this together. I will give you something no other Inver has ever been able to claim before—the full and unflagging support of Raea’s cloister, and all the plains land in its gift. Those who accept you will survive winter. Those who don’t, we will censure, and if they don’t starve outright, they’ll be destitute before long, paying for goods which Raea’s daughters and Raea’s faithful did not grow and harvest.”

“You’re a postulant,” the Priest scoffed. “None of this is yours to offer.”

“I am a postulant, yes. But one with Dolenza’s backing. Before we left the plains, she gave me complete discretion to speak for her. What I offer on behalf of the goddess, Dolenza will honor. Think what you could do with Raea’s cloister on your side.”

The Priest’s hands stilled. Her offer so closely mirrored what Orden had spoken of, but Fia’s conception of such a union was entirely different. In her vision of the future, it would not be Raea’s Matria who was the puppet, moved by Honoria’s king, but rather himself as regent dependent on Raea’s support.

“You understand that I don’t want Honoria?” he said. “That if you offered me the kingship on a golden platter and could promise me a long life of ease and prosperity while I held it, I would refuse? I’ve barely learned to tolerate the role of Priest, let alone of ruler.”

Fia shifted her weight, Justus making small, contented sounds as he fed. The Priest could feel faint heat radiating from her, smell that scent of lavender and sun and hot earth, which had intoxicated him from their first meeting.

“I need this,” she said, her voice low. “I need it because Ariana does. She’s in chains now because I was in the wrong room the morning a king died. Even if I hadn’t been, though, Orden dying was as good as a death sentence for Ariana and Justus both. And you, if you’re honest—how long do you think you’d last? A blind man with an infant? Whoever takes the throne will have you found and butchered no matter where you go. Vesper will not be able to hide you well enough.”

The Priest let out a long breath, his irritation made audible. “We’re at an impasse, then. You prefer my chances on the throne, I prefer them on the road. What if I refuse you? What if I just go?”

There was a whisper of fabric on fabric and a faint, disgruntled noise. The Priest felt the weight of his nephew settle into his arms.

“Don’t,” he warned. “Don’t use him like this.”

But he took Justus all the same.

The child rested easy against the Priest’s chest, slight and warm and sweet-smelling. It felt as if something had cracked open within the Priest as he thought of Celina growing up separated from her own blood at the cloister, and of Ellimere, being raised in secret by the daughters of the stars. He’d done well by his brother’s children, the Priest thought. He’d lent staunch support to Ariana when she requested Celina be sent to Raea’s house for fostering, rather than dashed against the mountain or shut away at some backwater estate. Ellimere’s departure, he’d arranged himself. Now only Justus remained—the last living creature in Inverlyn tied to the Priest by blood. An Inver son. A little king. The closest the Priest would ever come to fatherhood.

“He deserves a proper chance to live and to claim his birthright,” Fia said. “Besides which, if you leave, I will stay here. I will confess to having aided Ariana in murdering Orden, at Dolenza’s behest. We will both be executed. The cloister will be razed. And wherever you are, wherever you go, you will always know there was a chance you could have averted that future. You will think of it every day, moment by moment, because when I die, I will refuse to leave the world entirely. I will make myself into a ghost, and rather than be chained to a sanctuary, I will shackle my soul to you. As a spirit, I will hold no other purpose besides reminding you of what you lost and how you failed.”

“You are cruel, Fia,” the Priest said, but he couldn’t help himself. His grip on Justus grew more secure, and he drew inexorably closer to her.

“I know,” Fia murmured. “But if you run now, it will be about survival and despair. If we hazard this together, though? We’ll be moving toward hope, and bringing all of Honoria along with us.”

This time, it was the Priest’s hand that went to Fia’s face. She covered it with her own and turned toward his touch, pressing a lingering kiss to his palm.

“I want something if we do this,” the Priest warned. “I know it will leave me beholden to Dolenza and Raea’s house. But you? I want you beholden to me. I want you to remember that you asked for this, and that I gave it, and that you owe me a debt.”

When Fia spoke, he could hear the wicked smile in her voice.

“What will you do with that debt?”

“I don’t know. Save it, until the time is right. But you must agree to honor the debt immediately and unquestioningly when I call it in.”

“Very well,” she conceded.

“Swear it,” the Priest said, running his thumb across the velvet skin of her cheek. “By your goddess, like a good postulant. I do like to hear you swear.”

“By Bright Raea and my mark, I swear to honor the debt I owe you at once and without question, at whatever time you choose to ask for payment. Should I fail in my oath, may the sun strike me dead.”

“Very well, then,” the Priest said. “Let us begin the work of claiming Honoria’s throne.”



It was the Priest’s responsibility to manage Lucian—Fia had claimed she could find a replacement for Gaius who would not just keep the guard in line, but ensure the Priest’s and Justus’s safety while he did so. The Priest was unsure such a person existed, but could do nothing besides let her try.

For his part, he had a delicate series of interviews that must be conducted prior to moving against Lucian. Each piece must be perfectly in place, to mitigate the chance of failure. First was a meeting with one of the castle’s most formidable occupants—a player in Inverlyn’s politics who many overlooked, to their detriment every time. She held power of an entirely different sort than the Priest’s own, but was no less potent in her way.

Standing on the threshold to her private apartment, the Priest wiped his damp hands on the fabric of his trousers, cursing the nerves rising within him. It was an involuntary response left over from childhood—no youngster frequented the castle without feeling the ire of this particular Inver. Anxiety did not prick him at the prospect of pitting himself against Lucian, only a fatalistic sense that what would be, would be. But this? This was a daunting prospect for the Priest.

His knock echoed in the empty corridor. Heavy footsteps sounded within, and the door was pulled open with more force than was strictly necessary.

Silence hung on the air for a moment as the Priest stood beneath the scrutiny of the first ally whose assistance he required.

“Well,” a rough voice said. “The Priest Who Dwells In Darkness on my doorstep. Never thought I’d see the day. I suppose you’d best come in.”

And the Priest meekly did as he was told, following in Glora Inver’s wake.

He’d never been in Glora’s private apartment before—it was near the kitchens and necessarily smelled of baking bread and roasting meat and boiling cabbage. None of that was unpleasant, only distinctive, and the smell of service had always set Glora apart from her fellow Invers. It was her form of power and of rebellion against the established order of things, just as his own role was for the Priest.

“There’s a chair on the left,” Glora offered. “And a few steps forward. The space in front of it’s clear.”

The Priest took the seat he was offered, and heard Glora settle in across from him. They were seated by a hearth—he could smell the soot, but so soon after midsummer, there was no fire lit.

“Pity about your brother, and about the queen,” Glora said, sounding half-disinterested, as if she were discussing an overcast day she’d hoped would be fine. “To make a bid for the throne and fail so pathetically. But she never did understand our ways. It’s already getting round to the servants that Gaius has a pool going in the guard, setting bets on which of the nobles will take the throne and have her drawn and quartered in the city.”

“Will Hadrian move on the throne, do you think?” the Priest asked.

When Glora answered, her voice was tense. “You know as well as I do that my husband’s business is none of mine, and hasn’t been for years. But if I had to guess, I’d say he won’t. He’s devoted to Kidrien, more so than Tyrus—trade and merchantry is his preferred avenue of conquest.”

“Given his taste for prosperity by any means, would Hadrian be amenable to a position as court magistrate? It affords many covert opportunities for material advancement. The chance to take bribes and level threats and such,” the Priest said carefully. He knew the moment the words were out, his intentions would be clear. “I anticipate a vacancy in the posting very soon. And given that Hadrian is the most powerful and vocal of my detractors, I thought a change in his opinion of me would do a great deal to sway the remainder of our people.”

“You upstart bastard,” Glora said, but there was admiration in the words. “You mean to make your own bid for the throne. I always did like you best of Darias Inver’s whelps. Orden was more a peacock than you, though he managed to steal your eyes.”

“Which bought him a paltry decade on the throne, in the end,” the Priest said. “And here I still stand, while his body lies cooling in the castle crypt with our forefathers.”

“How did you kill him?” Glora asked. “I heard it was poison of some kind, and they can’t sort out what. He’d been drinking summer wine from the cloister, but Lucian forced a scullery maid to down a whole pint of it from the king’s own goblet. She’s happily soused now, and nothing more. So it must have been something else. Some other toxin. That would be your way—you must get your fill of blood down in the sanctuary, if it’s not sacrilegious to say so.”

“How Orden died isn’t important,” the Priest said, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees. He felt increasingly at ease in Glora’s presence. She was no longer the towering figure he recalled from childhood, or the strident and dictatorial court manager he’d spent the better part of his priesthood avoiding. She felt congenial—like someone he could make an ally of, not just in name, but in spirit. “What’s important is this: a position as magistrate will mean Hadrian’s at court far more often, and he brings his family with him. It won’t just be for a few weeks over summer anymore. I realize the two of you don’t get on, and have some arrangement in place—that his time in Inverlyn must be brief, and that he not bring his mistress or heirs when he comes. Which is why I’m speaking to you. I won’t ask him without your express consent. I’ve far too much regard for the power you hold in this court.”

It was the truth, and had the ring of it. Few Invers could resist an appeal to their pride, especially one honestly spoken.

“I have something to offer, as well,” the Priest went on. “As a token of appreciation for your tolerance of Hadrian’s presence in Inverlyn, and of your assistance in the years to come. There’s no one at court that doesn’t know your history with Hadrian—how he married you when you were little more than a child, and took over guardianship of the lands you’d inherited, only to refuse to turn them over when you reached the age of your majority. How he then went on to replace you with his mistress and her get, when you were unable to bear him children. And how, rather than live on an estate that was yours by rights, with another woman in your place, you left it all behind to carve out a position for yourself here.

“I can’t restore what is rightfully yours. Not if I mean to keep Hadrian as a supporter as well. But I can offer a replacement. I’m not sure if you recall Electa Inver—she was an old woman already when I was a child. But she took an interest in me and made me a sort of unofficial ward. There were a few attempts on my life I’m certain were only thwarted because of Electa’s influence. When she died, she left me her land—it’s nothing like what you lost, just a few hundred acres on the eastern coast, but there’s a good stone house, and mixed timber lot and pasturage, besides some income in fishing from the streams. The place is self-sustaining, and I’ve always thought it a bit wasted on me. I’ll likely never survive court long enough to enjoy it, but your position isn’t nearly as fraught as mine. When you choose to set aside the role of chatelaine, and move on to a life lived for yourself, you could do it there. I’ve deeded the estate to you already.”

Reaching into the shoulder bag he carried, the Priest pulled out the documents and passed them to Glora.

“I’ll accept this on one condition,” she said, with some indefinable emotion heavy in her voice. “You and Electa and I all have something in common—no direct heirs to leave anything of ours to. When I die, I want the house and lands to revert to you.”

“As blind regent to an infant king, I have no expectation of surviving that long,” the Priest replied. “But I appreciate the gesture.”

“You won’t take the throne on your own behalf, then?” Glora asked, and for the first time, he heard some of her old disapproval. “There’s never been an Inver regency.”

“Then these are unprecedented times,” the Priest said with wry humor, rising to his feet. “How lucky we are to be living at the cusp of something new and interesting.”

And so, the Priest thought as he left Glora’s rooms, his unwilling bid for supremacy began. With a wet nurse and a housekeeper as his first allies, and an admission that he would not even claim the crown for himself. A low chuckle escaped the Priest as he walked through the castle, cane sweeping the ground ahead.

Gods, how Tyrus and his forefathers must hate him.
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Let us find each other in the space between the stars, in the dark of the moon, in the eclipsing of the sun. If there be no place for us in the light, then in the shadows we will meet. Better you than sight. Better you than hearing. Better you than sweetness on the air or the tongue, than warmth or wealth or comfort.

—A CORRINIAN LOVERS’ PLEDGE



Every beat of Ariana’s heart tolled a death knell.

Orden was gone.

Gone.

Gone.

And only now, fool that she was, did she understand the extent to which she’d cared for him. Things had always been difficult between them—they could never have been anything else. But he’d been her salvation when she so desperately needed it, putting her beyond the reach of little knives and their callings, and giving her a way to work for peace with… well, not clean hands. But cleaner hands than she’d have had if she’d bowed to her Matria’s will and become a holy assassin. She had loved him for that, and in spite of herself, in spite of Blessed Lyria, she’d loved him for who he was.

At first, she’d refused to believe he could really be dead. She’d known she needed to act, to ensure Fia was not declared guilty of regicide, and the cloister by association, though what Fia had been doing in the king’s chambers, the Beloved Three only knew. Orden had promised not to involve her in his plans until later, when the way to claiming the cloister was clear. But he was eager and impetuous—no doubt he’d wanted to hurry things along. So Ariana had been forced to claim her husband’s death, while telling herself it couldn’t be true. When he returned, he’d laugh his deep, reverberating laugh, sweep her into his arms, and tell her that she’d done well in weathering his absence. That her regard and her strength were his greatest pride.

Surely, surely, a man like Orden Inver couldn’t actually be killed.

Then Lucian had clapped her in irons, and Ariana began to grow cold inside. Orden would never have allowed that, no matter the circumstances. Now she sat in a cell with guilt gnawing at her, eating away at her soul with each passing hour. She should have done better. Should have been better. Should have found a way to prevent the new war that had earned Orden so much ire. Should have handled him more carefully, and understood why he chose this path…

Ariana retreated into herself. She knew it was essential to find some form of grounding—at any moment, Lucian might appear with whatever arcane and sadistic devices he used to torment political dissidents or treacherous nobles or Vesperin prisoners of war. But it was difficult, without her goddess. She couldn’t pray. Couldn’t sing. Couldn’t drop into the vast sea of silence and perfect serenity that was Lyria’s heart, and her gift to her children.

None of that was meant for Ariana now, nor was she worthy of it any longer. So she sat in the gloom of a stone cell and tried to count her breaths. The occasional half-mad cries of other prisoners kept stealing her focus, shattering what little concentration remained. Her mind fragmented, drifting up through the layers of rock above her, wondering what Fia was doing, or the Priest. Wondering why Lucian hadn’t come yet, and where they’d taken Orden’s body.

The last hurt so badly to think of she nearly choked.

A ruddy glow flared in the darkness. Light, surreptitious steps sounded on the stairs spiraling down to the dungeons, followed by a slow and cumbersome tread. Lucian appeared before Ariana’s cell with a torch in hand and a satisfied look written across his unremarkable face.

“At first I was at a loss,” he said companionably, “as to how I should manage you. You confessed so prettily, the moment you heard I’d taken the postulant into custody. And you’re a rare prize, aren’t you, little bird? It isn’t every day an Inver has the pleasure of winning both a throne and the care and keeping of a treasonous queen who was once a soria. I intend to hand you to whomever takes the crown like the gift you are, and to be rewarded richly for it. Of course, it would diminish the significance of the thing if I spoiled you in any way. But I’ve waited so long to see you writhe. I’ve been so patient these past seven years, while Orden kept you safe in his shadow.”

Ariana said nothing. She stayed where she was, seated on the dank stone floor of a cell the Invers had carved out themselves, because sorias took no prisoners. She trained her fathomless dark gaze on Lucian, and even now, with her behind bars and him holding the castle hostage, he could not withstand the mild look of one of Lyria’s daughters. His eyes faltered and drifted, and his expression shifted from satisfaction to rage.

“I’ve brought you a cellmate,” Lucian ground out. “Someone to pass the time with you until your fate is decided. It seemed a pity for you to be left all alone.”

He gestured to the unseen guards that Ariana had heard behind him, and they stepped forward. Now she saw what they’d been carrying—what burden had weighed them down. Between the two of them they carried Orden’s body, which ought to have been turned over to the Priest for tending hours ago.

The last spark of hope in Ariana guttered and died, leaving nothing in its wake but an endless chasm of darkness. No stars. Only night, bleak and all-consuming.

“You chose him in life,” Lucian said. “Why should you be parted in death?”

Ariana stayed silent. However she’d worked against Orden and struggled to reconcile who she was with who he wished her to be, whatever he’d done to Corrin during that long-ago battle summer, she’d never wanted him dead. To desire someone else’s death was entirely alien to her nature—she had, from infancy, been trained into an empathetic and generous spirit, wishing only goodness and peace for anyone whose path crossed her own. Ariana Inver had been forced to make many compromises in life, but Ariana Lyrien could stand before the embodiment of evil itself and offer nothing besides love.

And oh, how she had loved her flawed and foolish king.

The guards filed into Ari’s cell, dropping Orden’s body next to her none too gently. She couldn’t help but flinch and reach out a possessive hand, as if she could protect him in death when she’d been unable to in life.

“He was less than his father before him, allowing himself to die this way.” Lucian looked down at Orden with a disapproving twist of his mouth. “What a waste. I’d hoped he’d do great things, and in the end he proved the disappointing offshoot of a more powerful sire. Well, we shall see what becomes of Honoria now.”

Ariana shouldn’t let Lucian know he’d moved her. But a sob caught in her throat as he leveled an insult at the king, who was no longer able to respond. Automatically, as if she could defend him with her body, the queen lowered herself down, resting her head on her husband’s cold and lifeless chest.

“Pathetic,” Lucian spat. “An Inver doesn’t mourn the dead. An Inver avenges them or supplants them. If you were fit to rule in his stead, you’d know that by now.”

Breathe in, Ariana thought. Breathe out. Please. If I have ever known so much as a moment of favor, let him breathe in. Let him breathe out.

Orden stayed motionless. There would be no more seeking to undermine him, no more grappling with the intemperate nature of his love, no more attempting to placate him by bartering away bits of herself. He’d troubled her in life, but he was an agony to her now, his stillness striking her like a blow.

With a final disdainful glance over one shoulder, Lucian left the cell.

Breathe in, Ariana thought as he and the guards retreated. Breathe out.

Breathe in. Breathe out.

How long she lay with her head on Orden’s chest, she couldn’t say. A chill had settled in her bones and pain in her neck and back by the time something caused her to stir. It was not noise, but the absence of it. The castle dungeon had fallen dead silent, as quiet as Orden’s lifeless body. There were few other occupants, and no more than an occasional cough or groan had sounded from them, but a constant low mutter of conversation emanated from the guard station. Now all that had stilled.

Ariana glanced up at the bars of her cell door and found Ambassador Gwylen staring down at her. The woman’s goddess mark glowed eerily pale in the torchlight, and she regarded Ariana with something that might have been pity or might have been scorn.

“So. They told me you’d turned king killer.”

Ariana remained silent and stayed with her head on Orden’s chest.

“You’re making a spectacle of yourself,” Gwylen said. “He was only an Inver. They’re a penny a pound on this mountain, and not worth the grief of a woman like you.”

Breathe in. Breathe out. Blessed Lyria, overlook my apostasy. Grant me this one miracle, even if afterward you never think of me again.

“How did you get in here? Is Lucian charging admission to those who’d like to make a mockery of me?” Ariana asked.

“This was Silith’s mountain, once. Her daughters know more about it than the Invers ever will. And I’ve been sent by Afon, who has an offer to make,” Gwylen said. “His messengers rode two horses to death getting orders to me so that I could stand before you now. Afon says he’ll take you to wife and to bed if you but send word. He’ll have an army in the foothills within a fortnight, and an advance force outside your cell within a day. Whatever his conduct to you in the past, he would have you as queen and make your firstborn daughter his heir, until such a time as you get him a successor of his own blood. Between your queendom and his kingdom, the two of you could rule the Hand from north to south.”

“And Justus?” Ariana murmured. “What about my son?”

Gwylen said nothing, which was as good as an answer. Afon would not suffer Orden’s son to live.

“And Corrin?” Ariana pressed. “Even with Honoria and Caervallion joined, Corrin stands between us. We would not rule from north to south as Afon promises.”

Again, silence. And Ariana, serene daughter of stars though she was, found that she was angry. Perhaps she’d kept company with Fia for too long, or spent too much time among the Invers. But wrath ran through her like liquid fire.

“My king may be dead,” she said fiercely, “but you can tell yours that I would choose the rack or hot oil or drawing and quartering—any manner of torture—before I betrayed my country and Orden’s son.”

“What of your daughter?” Gwylen spoke quietly, her patience unshakeable as Ariana’s temper flared. “Did you not betray her in putting her aside?”

“I saved her, and you know it. Run back to Afon and tell him what I said.”

Gwylen stood motionless outside the cell, contemplating Ariana with her head tilted to one side. Ari shut her eyes and refused to look at the woman again.

“I have an offer of my own,” Gwylen said. “Accept Afon’s proposal. Come to Caervallion. And accomplish what you did here in Honoria. The people there chafe under Afon’s rule worse than anyone ever did beneath Orden Inver. Come and kill our king for us, and live. Think what the Hand could be, freed of its tyrants. It could go back to the old ways. You may no longer be a true servant of Lyria, but you could be the instrument who returns our world to the rightful worship of the Beloved Three. They don’t believe here that you were the means of your king’s destruction, even though they’ll pin that death to you. I know better. I know who you are, cultellus.”

From in the dark of her own making, Ariana spoke.

“I chose to live here, at Orden’s side, and I choose to die here as well. Let them make a sacrifice of me.”

“Wasteful,” Gwylen said sharply.

Ariana did not reply. Soon, she heard the muttering of the guards begin again, and knew the ambassador had gone.

Breathe in, she thought. Breathe out.
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Seeing is belief. While we take the utmost care in raising up those destined to become shadows, we can only offer a facsimile of the world they will encounter across the sea. Here, the gods do not move us through dreams or marks or holy orders. There, they do. Here, we can teach the language and practices and particulars of life and faith, but none of the conviction and passion. Those can only be discovered upon contact, and many of our shadows are drawn into full belief. So be it—faith is not at odds with Vesper’s interests, although it is not part of our own traditions.

—FROM UNDERSTANDING THE RELIGIOUS PRACTICES OF THE HAND: A GUIDE FOR VESPERIN SHADOWS



Once again, there was no apparent way out of the castle proper. The nobles remained locked down by the guard, though Fia and the Priest were making free use of the servants’ corridors. Several times, Fia had found other courtiers in the warren of back passages riddling the mountain. They ignored each other, all bent on their own nefarious business. Fia’s latent anger sparked into a blaze of aggression any time she passed someone recognizably titled, however, for she was determined to get out via the kitchens and had Justus in arms. If anyone attempted to harm him while he was in her care, Fia knew she’d tear them to pieces with her nails and teeth.

Perhaps everyone was right. Perhaps she wasn’t cut out for life as a soria.

Whatever was happening in the rest of the castle, the kitchens were unchanged. If anything, the pervasive clamor and chaos there were heightened. Glora shouted directions to a bevy of servants, all bearing trays which would be brought to the ostensibly captive nobles. The cook was sweating and roaring equally loudly, overseeing a half dozen steaming cauldrons and several spits of roasting pigs. Apparently, the Inver response to crisis was to ensure their masters continued to eat well.

For a moment, Glora caught Fia’s eyes from across the room. Then she moved toward her, and the postulant’s heart beat like an altar drum in her chest. She tightened her grip on Justus and could feel herself bristling.

“There are guards,” Glora said. “Even at the kitchen gate. But I can get you out, if you’re leaving.”

“I’m coming back,” Fia said. “I have to. This won’t take three hours. Will I be able to get in again?”

Glora nodded. “I’ll make sure of it.”

Fia’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“You’re working on behalf of the little king and the Priest’s bid to become regent for him, yes? The Priest’s already enlisted my help.”

“I am the Priest’s bid for a regency,” Fia corrected grimly, but she followed Glora out into the enclosed courtyard behind the kitchens. Sure enough, she could hear the raucous voices of guards laughing and joking from the other side of the kitchen gate.

Glora skirted the kitchen’s exterior wall rather than leading Fia across the courtyard. Off to one side, there was a narrow alley that smelled of rotting food and refuse, and the postulant covered Justus’s face gently with one sleeve. She was back in the cast-off riding habit of Ariana’s, which she’d worn before when wanting to travel unnoticed through the city. The ill fit of it left her more irritable and uncomfortable than ever but couldn’t be helped.

“All our castle waste gets hauled away through here,” Glora explained, gesturing to another gate, this one hardly larger than an interior doorway. “They take it out by handcart and dump it off one of the cliffs. The gate’s always kept locked, and only opened when the waste’s taken out, so there won’t be a guard. I’m the only one who holds a key, and I change the lock weekly to make sure it stays that way. I’ll unlock it for you now and leave it open until you’re back. Everyone else will assume it’s a dead end and not bother to try it as a way in or out of the castle. Besides which, none of the other nobles will want their assassins or armies smelling of kitchen refuse.”

“I don’t care what I smell of,” Fia answered. “So long as I can do what’s needed.”

“As it should be,” Glora said with approval as she opened the heavy lock.

On the threshold of the dregs gate, Fia stopped. She turned back to Glora and found the woman watching her closely.

“What do you know about this Hadrian Inver, who the Priest’s planning to make an ally?” Fia asked. “I mean, I’m aware there’s history between the two of you, but is there anything valuable you know? Anything someone with the best interests of Honoria and the Priest at heart might use, if they needed to? The Priest said he wants Hadrian backing him because Hadrian’s always been his loudest detractor. I don’t like that, particularly. I’d prefer to feel I have something that can be held over him.”

Glora kissed her teeth, thinking for a moment. “I want something from you before I give any information. For you to do the witchcraft that binds you to keep quiet about what passes between us now.”

Fia’s hand went to her goddess mark. “How would you like me to swear?”

“Promise that anything I tell you, you’ll only repeat if it serves the best interests of the Priest. Not of Honoria, mind—you and I have different ideas about what would be best for the country, I’ll warrant. So you’re never to speak on what I say unless it will keep the Priest safe or bring him power. On that, I think we can agree.”

Fia swore, and Glora gave a satisfied nod. “Here’s something I’ve never spoken a word of to anyone else: not a year after leaving Hadrian Inver, I got a bastard by another man, and I gave the child up for all our sakes. The baby gained better chances, his father avoided any trouble with his lawful wife, and I rose to the position of chatelaine. But that means Hadrian was the barren one, not me. Which begs the question: Whose children has he named his heirs? Because they’re none of his, much as he believes them to be. Adri Inver has him hoodwinked.”

Pondering this a moment, Fia shook her head. “I could use that to wound him, perhaps. But not to shift him in the Priest’s favor. Is there anything else?”

Glora put her head to one side, thinking further. “I do keep tabs on Hadrian’s family, much as I don’t want them underfoot. He’s raised the eldest, a boy, to take over his title and lands someday—Felix has been at the Vesperin front for two years now, and by all accounts should make a hard but fair successor. It’s the younger child, a girl, that Hadrian dotes on, though. Aryn’s still a little thing, five summers old, and he only brings her to his principal estate occasionally, for fear of something happening to her. He knows she’s a weakness. So most of the time she’s kept somewhere secret, in care of a tutor. He always had a liking for a forest town called Mistral, and I expect if he’s stowed her anywhere, it’s there. He’d want her to be somewhere beautiful, that feels safe, and Mistral comes closest to those things in Hadrian’s province.”

“Good,” Fia said decisively. “Thank you, Glora, that’s exactly the sort of thing I need.”

For a long moment, Glora stood staring at Fia, a closed-off, distrustful look in her eyes.

“If you play the Priest false, I’ll see it goes hard for you,” she said at last. “I will find a way to end you, if you’re the death of him. I knew as soon as he spoke of the throne and a regency that it wasn’t him behind it, but you.”

“I understand,” Fia answered. “And I swear to you, I want nothing more than to see the Priest live. But there are others I love, others I must work for, too, starting with this boy in my arms and ending with Honoria itself. I am hungry and perhaps foolish enough to believe I can protect them all, though to succeed will certainly require risk.”

“That’s the difference between you and me.” Glora’s voice was terse, and she no longer met Fia’s eyes. “You’ve other things to love, and I only ever had the one.”

Fia hesitated a moment, unsure if she ought to push for a further confession. But she was nothing if not bold, and after a moment she spoke.

“May I ask you something? What was the name of your child?”

Glora shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. He doesn’t use a name any longer. Only a title.”

Fia nodded. She’d suspected as much, seeing the way Glora watched the Priest. “I understand. Will you ever tell him?”

Sniffing, Glora tossed her head, and when her gaze locked on Fia’s, Inver fire flashed between them. “No. And you won’t, either. It wouldn’t do him any good to know.”

On impulse, Fia stepped forward and pressed one hand to Glora’s chest, above the place where her heart beat. She felt Glora’s surprise as the chatelaine stilled and received the gesture for what it was. After a moment, Glora raised her own calloused and workworn hand and placed it over Fia’s heart as well.

“If it’s needed, I will keep your son safe with my own body and blood,” the postulant promised before turning away.

The small track Fia found herself on wound around the outside of the castle proper, emerging near the city’s laundries. She lost herself in a restless crowd—people were everywhere, the news of Orden’s death already spreading like wildfire. Shops were shuttered, foundries silent, market stalls abandoned. Inverlyn was bracing itself for upheaval. Even the faithful district wasn’t immune. There were people in the streets there, too, albeit more sparsely than in the populous areas of the city. Fia made her way to the single taberna she’d seen in business, and pushed through a relatively subdued knot of gossipers who’d gathered in the doorway.

“Maybe Charin Inver?” someone asked as Fia passed by.

“Not Her Majesty, for certain.”

“If it takes much longer, Afon will have the throne.”

“Would it be such a bad thing? He worships Silith, at least.”

Fia set her jaw. It would, she thought, be a very bad thing indeed if Afon seized control of Honoria, though most of the people seemed to disagree. What their fascination with Caervallion’s warlord was, she could not understand.

The interior of the taberna was dusty and unkempt, smelling of barley wine and mead and day-old bread. At one end of the room, a lightless gray hearth still housed yesterday’s ashes, and at the other end, a publican stood behind the tall counter, dispensing wooden mugs of his house brews. As Fia approached the counter he gave a nod. “What’s your pleasure?”

In answer, Fia fished the small pressed-metal token from her pocket, imprinted with the image of a drowning flame.

“I think you know what that is,” she said. “I think you know who it’s meant for. Have it brought to them.”

Taking it immediately, the publican handed it over to a waiting errand boy with a few low words. The boy ran off, and he turned back to Fia.

“What can I get you while you wait?” he asked. “Anything you like, the house covers it.”

Fia deliberated. “You don’t have anthara tea, do you? I haven’t tasted it since leaving the northern mountains. It was one of the few tolerable things about life there.”

“Might have some of it left, let’s just see.” The publican rummaged around underneath the enormous counter, removing tins and wooden boxes and casks, finally coming up triumphantly with a leather pouch in one hand. “It’s from two seasons back, but it should brew up nicely.”

With one eye on the door, Fia watched him scatter a blend of spear-shaped leaves and starry flowers into a mug, followed by a stream of hot water. The steam that rose was fragrant but carried an edge. Floral, but with a slight astringent bite. Nothing about the mountains had ever been sweet without an element of bitterness.

“Better fix a second cup,” Fia said quickly as an all-too-familiar figure appeared in the door.

Sunlight glinted off Nikolau’s golden hair as he strode toward her. In daylight, rather than the shadowy back corner of a rundown foundry, he looked just as Fia remembered. Burnished sun-bright, lithe and light on his feet, with a sharp blue gaze that held hints of both mastery and mockery.

“Anthara,” Fia said, pushing her own cup toward Nikolau. “Just like old times. Shall we sit?”

Nikolau shot her a look of frustration. An improvement on the barely restrained anger he’d shown at their last meeting. “Fia. I managed your errand and Dolenza’s as well, but I told you to leave me be until harvest time, when I’d collect on your debt. What the hell do you want now?”

“To make the payment we agreed on,” Fia said, taking the second cup the publican offered and gesturing to an empty table with it. “I owe you something, and here it is. I’d like a report on your work for Dolenza too.”

She’d had no idea Dolenza used the deserters on behalf of the cloister—Fia hadn’t shared her connection to them with the Matria, or the truth of Miriel’s parentage. There was no reason for Dolenza to inform Fia she was engaging Nikolau and his people, and it was only Nikolau’s belief that Fia had hired him on Dolenza’s behalf that led him to mention her now.

“Let us begin, then. Corrin is unfortunately not my concern any longer, despite your Matria’s interests and my work there,” Nikolau said, seating himself at the table Fia had led them to. His eyes cut hungrily and constantly to the bundle that was Justus, sleeping in Fia’s arms. “In addition to dealing with Orden’s band of assassins, I’ve had a hundred of my people scattered along the northern Corrinian border, posing as merchant caravans and itinerant traders and herders. They engaged in half a dozen skirmishes over the summer, with supposed bandits who were far too disciplined to be what they seemed. Every time, the raiders withdrew quickly when they realized there was someone acting in Corrin’s defense. They were Caervallin mercenaries, of course—without the distraction of Orden’s war, Afon will drive the last of Corrin’s folk from their land and claim it himself. He was already taking bites out of the borderlands before this business of Orden’s death.

“Things were going well until Serafine sent word to me herself, saying my people weren’t welcome in Corrin and had to leave at once. I ordered them to stick things out for a little while, given it was Dolenza’s coin keeping us there, but Corrinians are difficult. They wouldn’t so much as sell one of my folk a crust of bread after Serafine gave the word that they were to turn strangers away. I was forced to pull everyone out, not a week past.”

Fia scowled. “Why would she do a foolish thing like that?”

“She said our presence in Corrin was—let me see, how did she word it? An affront to Lyria and a deterrent to the pursuit of peace.”

After a momentary struggle, Fia hid her frustration. “Still, you tried. And I haven’t forgotten what I promised you for your help.” She shifted the baby in her arms so that his face was more clearly visible to Nikolau. “That you could see our daughter and have a part in her life.”

“May I—?” Nikolau asked, and Fia nodded easily, handing Justus to him.

“She’s a great deal smaller than I thought she’d be,” Nikolau murmured. “And darker-haired. Miriel, you said her name is?”

“Yes,” Fia answered, blowing on her tea and watching him closely through the cloud of the steam that rose up. “Miriel is our daughter’s name. I nearly starved on the road, and birthed her early, but she’ll outgrow that trouble. Perhaps she looks like my father.”

Fia had never known her father, not his name nor his face. Miriel looked like Fia and like Nikolau—she had the golden coloring her parents shared, with Fia’s determined chin and Nikolau’s sky-blue eyes.

“A little wonder,” Nikolau said earnestly, looking down at Justus. He’d always liked children and animals, because they were straightforward and easily won over. But he’d never been the sort to do more than earn their affections and hand them off to someone else’s care.

“All babies are wonders,” Fia said. The anthara slipped sweet and herbal down her throat, reminding her of the past, and everything she’d done to survive.

“Ours more than any other,” Nikolau said. “I want to be something to her, Fia. More than a stranger, I mean. I’m not cut out for a father—not with my life being what it is, but I’d like to know her, and for her to know me as she grows.”

“You’ll be a guardian. A protector, if needed.” Fia leaned back in her chair, her gaze still trained on Nikolau. “The role will suit you well.”

Transparent pleasure crossed his face. He was as easy to read as ever, as easy to shift if she felt like moving him. “Yes, that’s exactly right.”

“I swore an oath to Miriel when she was born. I promised by my mark to do everything in my power to safeguard her, and to be a support to her as she grows. Perhaps you’d like to make such an oath now?” Fia put the offer to him carelessly, as if it did not matter whether he agreed to it or not. Nikolau jumped at it—he had a flare for declarations and shows of affection.

“Of course. Anything you like, I’ll swear it for our child.”

Nikolau handed the baby back to Fia and pressed his left hand to his upper right arm, where Fia knew his goddess mark rested—a white sunburst across his lean, whip-strong bicep. It was rare for a mark to come upon someone grown, but Nikolau’s had appeared the afternoon he first pleased Fia, on a bed of leaves beneath a stand of aspens. He’d seemed bemused by it, Vesperin agnostic that he was, but he never showed anything but respect for the Beloved Three and those who followed them. It was not worth the risk, to offend goddesses who very well might be real. Fia had kissed his mark a hundred times if she’d done it once, and every time, he’d seemed a little more convinced of its divine origin.

“By Bright Raea, goddess of my mark, I, Nikolau Herastos, swear to protect this child,” Fia prompted.

“By Bright Raea, goddess of my mark, I, Nikolau Herastos, swear to protect this child,” Nikolau repeated. His eyes were trained on the baby in Fia’s arms, devotion kindling within them.

“To be a bulwark against harm, a loyal defender, and a support through the years to come.”

Again, Nikolau echoed Fia’s words. He was so sincere, so filled with fervent goodwill, that a fragment of her wished to relent. But only a fragment, which Fia silenced quickly enough.

“Now finish it,” she prompted.

“Should I fail in my oath, may the sun strike me dead. Let me see her again.”

Fia handed the baby to him.

“You can’t see Miriel,” she said, once Justus was settled in Nikolau’s arms. “She’s safe at the cloister, as I told you she would be. I’d never subject our child to this wretched mountain. You’ve just sworn allegiance to Justus Inver, heir to Honoria’s throne, and Raea will hold you to your oath.”

Nikolau froze in his seat, all the sun-kissed color draining from his face.

“You always had a taste for gallows humor,” he said. “And I never found it funny. Neither is this.”

“Oh, I’m in complete earnest,” Fia said, taking a sip of her anthara. Lukewarm. She set the cup aside—it was unappealing to her unless it was nearly hot enough to burn. “I need a new captain of the Honorian guard. And you need a way to fulfill the oath you’ve just made, or Raea herself will bring you to a miserable end.”

“Take the child,” Nikolau muttered through gritted teeth, “and go to hell.”

“I’ll do neither. Because I know you, Nikolau. You’re a good man. You’d never harm a helpless babe, and you’ve seen too much in Honoria not to honor a goddess-sworn oath, no matter how it was made.”

“You’ve ruined me. The Honorian guard are everything I hate. The king’s pressers are drawn from the guard, and you know what they are—they tear families apart, all to ensure the war in Vesper is kept fed with human tinder. Besides which, how long do you think I’d last at Inver court before someone discovered where I’m really from?”

“Of course I know what the pressers are,” Fia said, a warning note in her voice. “If you recall, they killed my brother.”

Nikolau had gone from dead pale to ashen gray and was livid with fury now. None of it bothered Fia—she knew him to be a man of quick and towering passions, which rose and fell in an instant.

“And you expect me to be a part of that?” Nikolau said. “Raea will have to kill me. I won’t do it, Fia. You might as well have run me through. There’s no way I’ll make good on that oath, goddess-sworn though it was.”

Fia heaved a weary sigh. “Nikolau. Listen. Do you think there’d be no opportunity to undermine the pressers’ work as captain of the guard? Your deserters are what, five hundred strong? Seven hundred at most?” Nikolau nodded reluctantly. “You could hide twice that number in Inverlyn alone as guard captain, and no one would be the wiser. You could outlaw the practice of pressing citizens into service altogether, if you were patient and waited until enough courtiers were in your debt. That would do more to weaken Honoria’s hold in Vesper than anything else you’ve ever accomplished. Just by accepting the position of guard captain, you’d have one power willing to back you already.”

“Who?” Nikolau asked, his eyes narrowing.

“The Priest. He’s making a bid for the regency, to hold the throne for Justus till he comes of age.”

A scornful noise escaped Nikolau. “The Priest all of Inverlyn says you’re fucking?”

“I’m not yet, though I mean to,” Fia said with undented calm. “But who I take to my bed is none of your concern. What should concern you is fulfilling the oath you’ve just sworn, and the fact that everything I’ve said is true. You can undermine the pressers a thousand times more effectively as head of the guard, and put an end to them entirely before too long. Imagine that. No more families torn apart. And far, far fewer troops on the ground in Vesper.”

Nikolau shook his head vehemently. “No. I won’t be nursemaid to your lover and the child you chose to replace our daughter with.”

“Watch your tongue or I will bite it out,” Fia snarled, finally ruffled. “Our daughter is my guiding light. There is nothing I do without Miriel’s good in mind. And the Priest as regent with Justus as king after him will be good for Honoria. It will be good for the cause of peace. With Orden Inver dead, someone will fill the void. If it is a new king or queen, they’ll have to prove their power and legitimacy. They will redouble the war efforts in Vesper. Add to the pressers, rather than diminish them. Perhaps renew hostilities with Caervallion. All of Honoria will suffer as a result. And I have no intention of handing our daughter a world more broken than the one I was given. Whatever it takes, I will give her a life that is better and freer and closer to peace than mine ever was. If I have to alter the course of a nation in pursuit of that end, so be it. Honoria must move, because I will not.”

By the time she finished her speech, Fia was in a temper to match Nikolau’s, her chest heaving, the set of her shoulders and jaw defiant. But his anger died out as swiftly as it had come, while Fia’s remained.

“You were right when you insisted you didn’t love me as you should, though I always disbelieved you,” Nikolau said quietly. “I thought it was only your upbringing—that you couldn’t recognize love, even when it was something you felt. But if this is how you love our daughter, I’d never have been able to bear the force of it.”

“I was already too much for you when we were together,” Fia answered, reaching halfway across the table and leaving her hand upturned, a peace offering and an invitation. “And not yet enough for myself. But I became enough, for Miriel. You had a part in that. And anything we lacked, she has more than made up for. You’ll see it when you meet her. And I swear by my mark, that if you help me to help Honoria, you will meet her soon.”

“I want to meet her,” Nikolau admitted. Reluctantly, he reached for Fia, too. But when he took her hand, he didn’t hold it as a friend might, or a former lover. Instead, he clasped her by the wrist as he’d do to a fellow renegade, a comrade-in-arms, and Fia’s heart soared as she returned the gesture. It always sat ill with her, how she’d been with Nikolau, and how things ended between them. Now she saw that they hadn’t ended, only taken a new form, and it eased her mind greatly. “I want it more than anything.”

“I know.” Fia’s voice was low and soothing. “And I want my Priest and my Inver boy kept safe more than anything. You understand that I’m giving you that task because I trust you, Nikolau? There’s no one else I could say that of. I know it doesn’t go both ways, and you’re right not to trust me, but maybe it’ll help you forgive me a little for how I’ve gone about things. Besides, you always wanted me to need you, and I never did. Now here it is, at last—I need you for something. No one else will do.”

“I wish I’d never met you,” Nikolau said, but there was no ire in the words.

“Yes, well,” Fia answered. “I believe most people feel the same.”
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I would caution you against any friendship with or confidence in Orden’s new Priest. Of course, we both know he should not be alive—an accident of fate that I will someday rectify. But he has the king’s ear, and so his downfall must be planned carefully. Perhaps you could bring your political power to bear against him? I understand you are a man of great faith, but it would be a pity if I was forced to speak publicly of Darias’s involvement in your theft of Glora Inver’s lands. You’ve taken such pride in your ability to conquer any obstacle you set yourself upon—a shame if our clan learned that you went crying to the old king for help in suborning the interests of a woman, and one who is no better than a servant now. It would, I expect, damage the reputation for competence you have striven so hard to build.

—FROM LUCIAN INVER TO HADRIAN INVER



It was long past midnight, the Priest had been unable to prevail upon Fia to relocate herself and Justus to his cell rather than the queen’s rooms, and every minute that crawled by felt like a liability.

The great drawback to choosing Hadrian Inver as an ally—besides his stunningly low opinion of the Priest, which was, in fact, the point—was Hadrian’s chronic absence from court. After leaving the king’s company on the road home from the cloister, Hadrian had returned to his principal estate, eighty miles distant from Inverlyn, at the near edge of the western forests. The Priest dispatched a message bird to him the moment he had Glora’s support, but though Hadrian was a man of action, decisive and fit enough for traveling at speed, the earliest he could be expected was the following night.

A great deal could happen in a night and a day and another night again. Priests and postulants and queens could be killed, and empty thrones taken. The Priest did not like waiting. He did not like it one bit. He paced his cell restlessly, unable to sleep and unwilling to subject himself to the outer cavern, where the sorias’ ghosts were every bit as discontented as him.

It was their singing, muffled by the door but rising to a sudden wail, that warned him someone was crossing the cavern. With his breath coming hard and fast, the Priest pulled his blade from its sheath and pressed his back to the wall on one side of the cell door. Whoever came through, he’d sell his life dear. If they were guards, he could kill three easily, and as many as half a dozen, with luck. The guards were blunt instruments, trained to throw their weight about with the citizenry while the bulk of the Inver army was in Vesper. They had none of the desperation or precision a king’s son or daughter must learn to survive. They might wield blades, but they could not become one, as the Priest was able to at need.

A brisk knock punctuated the sorias’ keening, and the Priest’s pulse slowed at once. Assassins didn’t knock.

But neither did Lucian the spymaster wait to be invited in. The moment his knock had died out he was through the door, the faint warmth of a lantern settling between him and the Priest.

“I think you’ll agree that this has been a woefully unsatisfactory assassination,” Lucian said without preamble, sounding for all the world as if he and the Priest had long been co-conspirators and held each other in fond regard. Immediately, the Priest’s back was up. Whatever the spymaster had to say, he did not like camaraderie from Lucian. It went against the natural order of things. “Have you heard from anyone that they’re planning to move on the throne?”

The Priest had indeed been busy assessing potential challengers, and it did not matter to him if Lucian knew the information he’d gleaned. In fact, it served him well for the spymaster to believe that they had truly closed ranks in an attempt to determine Orden’s best successor, little though he enjoyed cozy chats with the odious man.

“Safira Inver has her personal guard on the way to the city—they’re two hundred strong, and can’t possibly arrive until three days from now,” the Priest said, moving to stand by the bureau. He set his knife down but kept it very near at hand. Lucian, by contrast, had settled into the wicker chair by the door, and a soft sound signaled that he had put his booted feet up on the Priest’s bed. Fastidious in all his habits, the Priest fought an urge to grit his teeth.

“Charin Inver is working on a plot to enlist the serving staff and a number of city residents as a temporary force with which he might overthrow the castle guard—it will never succeed, but he’s enthusiastic. Melian Inver claims to have poisoned Orden, which is possible, given the abrupt nature of his death. She has no succession plan, but she’s adamant that the death was her doing.”

“Melian the mad?” Lucian asked with a snort of disbelief. “She’s tried to poison half the people on this mountain. She never succeeds.”

“Not anymore. She used to be more lucid, and better at it,” the Priest said bitterly. He’d been subjected to two particularly nasty poisonings as a boy, and was certain Melian had been behind them.

For the most part, what the Priest had found in his questioning of the Invers was a body of nobles who’d been entirely unprepared for Orden’s death, and any fight for the succession. They’d grown contented and lazy, secure first in the iron-fisted reign of Darias, followed by Orden’s confident and decisive rise to power as he slaughtered his father and siblings. No one had expected anything less than a long and prosperous reign from Orden, followed by one of his children seizing the throne as was tradition—if not Justus, then Celina, for she was Inver too, and an upbringing by sorias was no guarantee the girl wouldn’t end up as ruthless as her sires.

The Priest told Lucian as much, and the spymaster heaved a weighty sigh.

“Well,” Lucian said with studied indifference. “If there’s no fit contender for the throne, I suppose we could invite Afon to take it. In the interest of preserving stability and keeping the nation intact. You’d be surprised how well thought of he is, among the people.”

There it was, the Priest realized with a pang of dull shock. The heart of all this maneuvering. How long Lucian had been in Caervallion’s pocket didn’t especially matter. What did was the man seated opposite him, suggesting something that was as good as anathema, even to a Priest with very little faith. The Priest knew that from this point on, he must choose each word and step with exquisite care. Lucian had shown his hand, and any hint that the Priest was a threat to his true aims would undoubtedly have lethal consequences. Yet he must not appear too eager to support the spymaster, given their long enmity and the radical nature of Lucian’s succession plan.

“You would find a great many people opposed to that course of action,” the Priest warned. “Even if Afon has made inroads.”

“Perhaps not as many as you’d think,” Lucian said, still in that same uncaring tone. It did not take a student of human nature to realize that this was what he greatly desired—what he’d likely schemed toward for years. Damn. The Priest had suspected Lucian might be feeding Caervallion information in order to line his own pockets, but this went far beyond that. “There is more to Afon Caervallin than meets the eye.”

“Nothing of Afon Caervallin meets my eyes,” the Priest answered. “But I don’t need them to realize he’s a degenerate in a crown.”

“I’ve wondered about that,” Lucian said softly. “If you’d recognize him, had you your sight. Very few have, he’s so changed, but Orden did from the very first.”

The Priest’s pulse picked up tempo, beginning to run through him with a sick sort of anticipation.

“Orden may have claimed and held the throne,” Lucian went on, “but he never liked to get his hands overly dirty. It left a lot of loose ends. You, for one, though that was an accident. I certainly never intended for you to live. Not that I did with Carian, either—that was purely the will of the gods. And I was pleased when I learned he was alive and on his way to seizing Caervallion. Two Inver siblings on rival thrones—what an opportunity, for someone in my position to hedge his bets.”

The Priest kept very still, unwilling to stir lest Lucian recall who he spoke to, and cease unburdening himself. The spymaster seemed bent on boasting, though, determined to show the Priest his cleverness.

Hubris. It made dead men of its bearers.

“Of course, he looks very changed,” Lucian said. “The poison I used aged him terribly and burned his voice. I’d no idea it could be counteracted, but a group of Silithien sorias came across him near the Caervallin border, where I disposed of the body. They had no idea who he was and brought him back from the brink of death. He swore himself to the moon goddess after that, and made a sacrifice of all the sorias who’d saved him but one. He does have a distinctly Inver way of interpreting the faith. So you see, it would only be fitting for your elder brother to claim Darias’s throne—it’s his by law, anyhow.”

Carian alive. What an appalling twist of fate. For the barest instant, the Priest’s desire to run came crashing back, and he shifted his weight to hide the way his muscles twitched involuntarily, warning him to go, now, while there was still time. Suddenly, the way Caervallion’s king had known just how to needle Orden made glaring sense. Carian always took pleasure in tormenting his younger siblings, through brute force or subtler means, pitting them against one another with clever and insidious lies. Age and a spirit of competition, however, had kept most of his cruelty fixed on his nearest brother. Orden’s hatred of Afon’s vile correspondence, his insistence on burning each letter to hide their full contents, his bullheaded fixation on clashing with Caervallion regardless of the cost—the Priest should have known it was personal. That it cut closer than a rivalry between kings. He’d been too caught up in his own grievances, though, fixated on wrongs done to him.

Those wrongs would seem like kindnesses, if Carian took Honoria. All at once, the Priest’s reluctant commitment to following Fia’s course of action and attempting to gain the throne took on new meaning. He had to succeed.

“Which of my brothers rules Honoria makes little difference to me,” was what he said aloud. “Even if it is unexpected, learning that Carian survived. So long as he keeps me in one piece, tending the altars of our gods, I don’t especially care if he takes power. It would be tidy, I’ll grant you that, as long as he can convince the nobles of his identity. Am I to assume that Orden’s death was his doing, and that the waiting we’re subjecting Honoria to now is to soften them to Carian’s return?”

“In a manner of speaking, it was his doing,” Lucian said smugly. “Tell me, Priest, have you ever heard of a cultellus?”

The Priest shook his head.

“It is a jealously guarded secret of the Beloved Three. Something Afon—he prefers that name now—learned from the moon sisters in Caervallion. I don’t believe they spoke of it to him willingly, if you understand. A cultellus is a soria of the purest possible faith, chosen for a holy task. She is set apart to administer the mortal justice forbidden to followers of the Beloved Three, in order to preserve peace.”

The Priest’s stomach dropped out from inside him. He knew, from remarks Ariana had made in passing, that she’d chosen Orden in order to avoid a duty her cloister had placed on her, and which she could not conscience. She’d never been clearer than that. Now, the Priest understood.

“A sacred assassin,” he murmured.

“Just so,” Lucian said. “And did not the followers of the Three believe our ridiculous queen to be a paragon of virtue? Afon always knew there must be some secret that would discredit Ariana in Orden’s eyes, and a great number of Silith’s women died before one was found who knew and confessed that Ariana was sworn to the role of cultellus, with both Afon’s and Orden’s lives given into her hands. The trouble is, our queen fled her duty like a mewling coward, and something unexpected occurred. Afon and Orden became impervious to harm from any other avenue. Their lives were surrendered to her fully. Neither can be killed, unless it is done by Ariana Lyrien. I have tested that fate on both kings and found it true. Afon is aware of it. Orden was not. It does not seem to me as if the queen knows either. I suspect there are very few on the Hand who are aware of this—just Afon, one or two surviving daughters of Silith, myself, and you. Perhaps Serafine, who swore Ariana to the role of cultellus, though she certainly did not intend to create two nigh-impervious kings.”

“Blood and blades,” the Priest whispered in dismay.

Because Orden was dead. He’d witnessed it himself and would soon be called upon to tend his brother’s corpse in the crypt of their forefathers. Orden was dead, and if Lucian spoke the truth, it was Ariana who’d done the killing. The Priest saw no reason for the spymaster to fabricate such a wild tale. Which meant that all this time, Ariana had stood in Orden’s shadow, moving him toward peace, using him as a shield from her terrible duty, preserving his life, and at the end, she’d been pushed into fulfilling the calling laid upon her.

“Yes.” The Priest could hear a smile in Lucian’s voice. “Of course I acted as disbelieving as anyone when I took her into custody, but this is just what Afon desired. He’s been provoking Orden for years, attempting to goad him into some action that would force Ariana’s hand. I cannot tell you how much pleasure it’s brought your eldest brother, working toward this aim and finally seeing its fulfillment.”

“I look forward to serving beneath a king with so keen a wit,” the Priest said, though disgust churned through his veins as he spoke the words. “I knew Carian but little before Orden rose. Assuming my first brother will retain my services as Priest, it will be… instructive, learning how he wishes to wield our gods and their chief servant.”

“Do you know, Silas, I’m surprised how well you’re coping with this.” Lucian was magnanimous now that he believed himself to have the future king’s ear. “I’ve considered you to be unnecessarily full of scruples, and disliked you for it. But I appreciate a man who can bend when the situation requires. I’ll put in a good word with Afon for you—he’s always been amused that Orden kept you alive as a sort of blinded and gelded pet. I suppose it will suit him to do the same as long as you serve him well and find a place in your pantheon for the blood moon he worships.”

The Priest forced a satisfied smile, even as his mind raced. It seemed the gods were with him in one thing—he’d chosen and summoned the right ally for his succession bid. Hadrian might have no love of him, but the man was devout. Afon—Carian—had made a heretic of himself, and if the Priest could keep that at the forefront of Hadrian’s mind, it might outweigh any doubts the old statesman had as to the Priest’s own power and fitness. If Hadrian believed Lucian’s story at all—it was certainly an improbable tale, which to the Priest’s mind, lent it credence. The spymaster was no fool. If he was to fabricate a story to validate Afon’s annexation of Honoria, it would not be this one.

“There’s something I wonder,” the Priest said as Lucian stood. Much as he wanted the spymaster gone, he could not resist a final question. “What is it that finally pushed Orden over the brink? How did Afon nettle him into declaring war?”

Lucian let out a scoffing sound. “You know how Orden was. He ruled from between his queen’s legs. Afon threatened to raze Lyria’s cloister and put the last of her sorias to the sword unless Orden finally chose to meet him on an open field again. The king said it would not break his star’s heart to learn he was a warmonger—she’d known it all along. But it would break her to see Lyria’s light die out on the Hand. Can you imagine, an Inver speaking so? Honoria is well rid of him, truly.”

Oh, thought the Priest, with a sinking sensation. Whatever happened, whatever came next, he must ensure Ariana never found out.



And so they waited. The Priest for Hadrian, and Lucian for Afon. The Priest avoided Fia assiduously, worried that the weight of the secrets he now kept would show in his posture or the lines of his face. The thought of Ariana in the dungeon, locked in with the knowledge that she’d ended Orden’s life, ate at him constantly, as if he was being gnawed to death by rats from the inside out.

But after a long and torturous day, the Priest’s luck turned. Beneson arrived in the sanctuary at a run the following morning, to announce that Hadrian had entered the city. The Priest sent word to the gate guards that Hadrian should be shown to Lucian’s office at once, and went to the spymaster’s study himself.

“Hadrian Inver is on his way,” the Priest said neutrally as he walked into Lucian’s office without knocking. “He’ll meet us here shortly. Do you think he means to claim the throne? It would certainly complicate your preparations for Afon if he did.”

Lucian put his head to one side, considering. “No. Hadrian has no interest in that sort of power. But this could work in our favor. He was always a confidant of Darias, and Darias made no secret of his preference for Carian. Hadrian had his differences with Orden, too, during the earlier years of his reign. No, I believe this could be just what we need. A powerful and well-respected member of the old guard, to welcome Honoria’s new king and support Afon’s claim and credibility.”

It was possible, the Priest thought dully, that Lucian was right. The message he’d dispatched to Hadrian had been brief at best, and the old warhound had not committed to supporting the Priest’s bid for the throne. He’d only come to Inverlyn in response to it. It could be that he’d ridden to the capital in haste to pit his reputation and resources against the Priest, rather than backing him.

The measured tread of guards sounded in the corridor, escorting Hadrian through the quiet halls. An image of the old man from when the Priest had been young still existed in his mind—Hadrian had been tall and spare, with a tidy dark beard beginning to go iron gray, and a face and frame that radiated control. Now he strode through the door with a smell of horse and dust clinging to him. Hadrian had traveled hard, and when he spoke, his voice was impatient and weary.

“All right,” he said. “Orden is dead. Honoria’s throne is empty. And that’s not a state of affairs that can last long. Unless we all want to bend the knee to Afon as a new province of Caervallion, we’d best settle the succession.”

Well then, thought the Priest with grim satisfaction at Hadrian’s words. Perhaps my gods do exist and favor me after all.

Lucian forced a laugh. “Never a province of Caervallion. Honoria will always stand independent, as a nation of conquerors. But if a conqueror ruled both lands, there’d be no shame in allying with the north.”

“We had enough of alliances while Orden was alive,” Hadrian said sternly. “Look where that got him. What we need now is a strong Honoria, with an iron ruler, who can hold the throne and prove to the world that we are still Inver, and still burn.”

The words came out pointed, and the Priest knew they were meant for him. Hadrian had grave doubts, and it was up to the Priest to assuage them.

“My thoughts exactly,” Lucian replied, the words silken. “And I’m more than happy to support the strongest bid for the throne, whatever corner it arises from. Even now, Ariana Lyrien, who’s claimed Orden’s downfall, is secure in the castle dungeons. Her death will legitimize Orden’s successor as our true Inver heir and avenger of the king.”

Hadrian made a disparaging noise. “In my day, the execution of your rivals came first, then the claim to a new title. We knew the natural order of things—conquest before politicking and currying of favor.”

“Then I look forward to the restoration of Inver power your rise will surely usher in,” Lucian said wickedly, and the Priest sat back in his chair, letting out a slow breath. Good. Let him taunt Hadrian. The old man had no patience whatsoever for such behavior. “Should you wish to dispose of the queen now, I can have her brought up. Her body on the walls will serve as the prelude to your claim on the throne.”

“Bring her up.” Hadrian bridled. “That’s exactly the sort of white-gloved, clean-handed nonsense this court has devolved into and that would never have been acceptable in Darias’s day, or gods forbid, his father Tobin’s. They were men of action. They overthrew their rivals personally, not via some slithering sycophant.”

“Perhaps the queen had accomplices, whom Orden’s successor could rout out and dispatch himself,” the Priest interjected with a calm he did not feel. “Ariana worked all manner of mischief during her time on the throne—undermining Orden’s policy, bringing Afon across our borders for summer council, and smuggling Corrinian refugees through the sanctuary under my very nose, though I’m ashamed to admit it. It stands to reason that one lapsed soria couldn’t manage that much on her own. She’d have had help, from someone highly placed. Someone more interested in self-enrichment than loyalty to king or country or Inver virtues. We’ve had foreign powers tampering with our governance for far too long, in my opinion. It’s time we closed ranks and put Honoria first.”

Hadrian’s full and prodigious attention turned to the Priest. He knew nothing of the details of the Priest’s succession plans—better he be left to watch them unfold, knowing only that his arrival in Inverlyn would provide opportunities for personal advancement. “Oh? And do you have a suspicion as to who the queen’s overseer might be?”

Lucian was wary now, and not to be underestimated, even when the Priest was slowly backing him into a corner.

“Perhaps Lucian knows who might have been colluding with the queen,” the Priest said. “It seems she put the interests of every nation on the Hand before those of Honoria. Corrin. Song Royale. Caervallion.”

“I would say only that the heart of the mountain is your domain,” Lucian answered sharply. “If the queen was shunting her disaffected countrymen through the sanctuary, any and all blame lies with you.”

“I’m willing to take my share of it,” the Priest said, “and to make amends for that unfortunate oversight. But I’m a clever man. It could only have been a wily and formidable ally to Ariana who was able to move Corrinians through my own sanctuary without my knowledge. However, I’m less concerned with the travels of a people sworn to peace than I am with the machinations of Caervallion. It seems someone close to the throne had been systematically meddling with the queen’s health for years, attempting to prevent her from getting an Inver heir. Crispus was the blunt instrument used for that, and though he was paid in Vesperin coin, I did manage to learn that it was Caervallion that provided it. The physician was a pompous fool, though, and never could have devised such a devious way of tampering with the queen. It would have taken someone craftier, who hated her a great deal, but who had intimate access to my brother and his family. Someone with the talents of a spymaster, perhaps?”

Lucian rose to his feet with a scrape of his chair against stone and protested hotly. “If you mean to level accusations, you’d best have irrefutable evidence of my so-called collusion. In fact, I have always worked on behalf of Inver interests.”

“But not Honorian ones. Upper-left drawer,” the Priest said to Hadrian, who strode to Lucian’s desk and wrenched the drawer open. The spymaster could do nothing, not with two of Hadrian’s personal guard at the door and none of his own in sight—a show of confidence and good faith on Lucian’s part, which had done him no favors.

From Lucian’s desk, Hadrian withdrew papers one of the Priest’s various informants had found in Crispus’s suite, and in the room of the spy who’d attempted blackmail. The former made it clear that Crispus had been paid off by Caervallion, while the latter implied heavily that Lucian was Afon’s agent in Inverlyn. For good measure, the Priest had even planted a letter of his own, from Matria Serafine. Though it was addressed to no one particular, it offered thanks for assistance in moving three Lyrien sorias through the cavern sanctuary.

“Is there anyone who hasn’t paid you to go turncoat at this point?” Hadrian said with absolute disdain. “And have you no loyalty, apart from your own pocket and advancement?”

“Caervallion has a valid claim on the Honorian throne,” Lucian shot back. “As for the rest, it’s spurious lies. The Priest himself is the one who moved Corrinians and sorias through the sanctuary.”

“I should have known.” The Priest infused his words with a self-disparaging tone. “I should’ve realized Ariana’s devotion to our gods was only a show, and that Lucian’s willingness to serve another king after Darias was only a matter of expediency. Honoria has simply not been the highest bidder for him, and he respects nothing else. Lucian Inver, it is my duty as Priest to level charges of high treason and collusion against you, and to remand you to the gods’ judgment.”

“Those papers are yours.” Lucian’s voice rang with unspent fury. “And if there’s to be any judgment administered, it’s mine, in the role of court magistrate. I will see you stripped of your title and spread-eagled on the war god’s altar.”

The Priest shook his head pityingly. “Will you? A shame, that the court magistrate requires unanimous support from a special counsel to overthrow a Priest, while I need only the support of the gods to claim a traitor for Tyrus. And as I am the sole mouthpiece of the gods, I believe that support will be granted.”

For a long moment, no one spoke. The only sound audible in the room was Lucian’s heavy, ragged breath. And as the spymaster’s discomfort heightened, the Priest began to realize with a sinking feeling that he’d gone too far. If Lucian’s fatal flaw was underestimating his enemies, the Priest’s was its opposite—he’d overestimated Lucian, assuming his rival was always in control, and would easily squirm out of whatever noose the Priest set for him. He’d envisioned a scenario in which Lucian was briefly consigned to the Inver dungeon, but vanished within a day, spirited off by whatever powerful friends he’d yet to call on.

It was what the Priest would’ve done in the same situation—bided his time and disappeared. But Lucian, it seemed, was well and truly in a corner, and the Priest had robbed him of the chance to recover his equilibrium.

If the Priest knew one thing, it was this: an Inver in control was a formidable opponent. An Inver in dire straits was far more dangerous.

“Afon has a claim to Honoria’s throne and a valid one at that,” Lucian said in a sudden, fatalistic rush. “He’s as Inver as Orden was. In fact, he’s Carian Inver, Darias’s chosen son. We would be wise to welcome him as our rightful king.”

“That is enough,” Hadrian barked. “Wild falsehoods will get you nowhere. I knew Carian, and Afon is nothing like him. Do you think me as blind as our Priest, that I would not recognize a son of Darias, even in the garb of a foreign king?”

“Then hear this,” Lucian hissed. “I level the same claims of treason against the Priest, and hold an equivalent position of power. There can be no resolution between us but the rite of conquest. Let our dispute be resolved by Tyrus and Mortis, who will grant one of us victory in battle and one of us death.”

There it was. For years, the Priest and Lucian had danced around any sort of direct confrontation, ensuring their enmity never resulted in violence between the two of them. Survivors both, they recognized a losing proposition, but in giving Lucian more credit than he was due, the Priest had precipitated exactly the conflict they’d both spent so long avoiding. The spymaster’s only way out now was through him.

And the Priest cursed himself for the worst of fools.

“That,” Hadrian said, finally sounding pleased, “is how Inver problems ought to be dealt with. I’ll assemble the nobility, who must stand witness. We’ll hold the rite before the empty throne, and the gods will judge between you both. I never thought I’d say this, Priest, but I hope Tyrus goes with you and guides your hand. It’s the only way you’re coming out of this alive.”

The Priest silently concurred. He’d always known an attempt at the crown would be the death of him. But he hadn’t expected it would come so soon.
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By the sword

By the knife

Take a life

Take a land.

By our flame

By our fire

Take a crown

Take the Hand.

—AN INVER NURSERY RHYME



A fight to the death? A duel?” Fia asked Beneson in disbelief. “Are we animals now? Or barbarians? I thought even the Invers were beyond this sort of absurd posturing.”

“It hasn’t happened in a long while,” Beneson said, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. He’d come to Fia in the queen’s rooms, where she insisted on keeping up residence. Though she’d tried to see Ariana twice, the guards under Gaius wouldn’t allow Fia to set foot in the dungeons, and staying in Ari’s rooms was her only way of feeling close to the queen. It reassured her, to be in a place where Ariana had passed seven years, successfully warding off the Invers’ more violent impulses.

Fia, it seemed, hadn’t been able to do the same for more than a few days.

“It’s an old rite,” Beneson went on. “And considered very honorable for an Inver to undertake. What I mean is, if you survive the rite of conquest, you win a great deal of respect. They talk about you for ages. Janus Inver was the last one to carry out the rite. A cousin was trying to usurp his father’s lands, and he killed her in hand-to-hand combat. That was twenty years ago, and they still speak highly of him for it.”

“Janus Inver?” Fia asked incredulously. “That bald man, with the enormous handkerchiefs?”

“The very same,” Beneson said.

“Raea’s light, I hate it here.” Fia sat down on the queen’s bed emphatically. “Janus seems like such a harmless little man.”

“No one’s harmless at this court,” Beneson warned. “They’re either dangerous or dead. Even you and I have to be a threat to manage.”

Fia pressed a hand to her forehead. “So the Priest has to fight Lucian? He can’t talk his way out of it, or refuse, or just… have someone poison Lucian before it happens?”

Beneson shook his head. “Not if he wants to be backed by Hadrian. Hadrian’s traditional. He thinks this is the way problems ought to be solved—face-to-face, and with a blade.”

“I don’t like it.” Fia was on her feet again, nervous energy coursing through her as she paced the queen’s room like a caged beast. “If it could be Gaius even, I’d feel better about the Priest’s chances. But Lucian’s easy on his feet. Knows how to carry himself. And I expect he’s spent years now thinking over how he’d bleed the Priest to death if the opportunity arose.”

Beneson frowned, staring out at the vast sweep of the foothills and the plains that lay beyond the queen’s windows.

“The thing is,” he said slowly, “it could be Gaius. If the Priest had someone he trusted enough to name as adjutor. That’s sort of a brother in arms—someone who’d stand with him for the rite of conquest and face his mortal enemy alongside him. If he had an adjutor, Lucian would have to choose one too. He’d pick Gaius for certain, who’d stand against the Priest, while the Priest’s adjutor stood against Lucian. It’s supposed to be a test of your ability to command loyalty, being able to name someone who’ll take on your worst enemy on your behalf. Only trouble is, the Priest doesn’t have anyone like that. I know you can do a lot of things, but I don’t think a knife fight’s really in your line, is it?”

“No,” Fia said. “But it’s time for our new captain of the guard to make his first appearance at court. Ben, when is the rite supposed to take place?”

“A little over an hour from now.”

“We haven’t got long, then. I need you to go to the faithful district. As fast as you can run. Ask at the taberna for a man called Nikolau—say Fia needs him at the castle, and she needs him now. Don’t leave without him, do you understand?”

Beneson nodded fervently. “I’m already gone.”

And he was. The boy tore out of Ariana’s rooms as if it would be his own life on the line in an hour. For her part, Fia gathered up Justus and tucked him into a cloth sling she’d begun wearing—the boy was growing heavier, and inconvenient to shift from one arm to the other. As she settled him in, he looked up at her with his wide night-blue eyes, and for the first time, Justus’s face crinkled into a delighted, toothless grin.

Catching her breath, Fia raised both baby and sling to press kisses to the small boy’s face.

“You’re worth the trouble now,” she murmured to Orden Inver’s son. “You’d best stay worth the trouble once you grow into your throne.”

Fia found the Priest in the audience hall, where the rite of conquest would take place. It was the same room where Ariana had bled onto the floor, what felt like a lifetime ago. The Priest was alone there, seated on the edge of the dais that held Orden and Ariana’s vacant thrones.

“You look half-dead already,” Fia said on her way across the hall to him. “Have you slept more than two hours together since Orden died?”

“I made a stupid mistake,” the Priest said as Fia sat beside him. “This wasn’t supposed to happen. I pushed Lucian too hard and left him no other way out. We’re both going to pay for that—I don’t doubt he’ll live, but I’ll sell my life dear. He won’t make it out of this unscathed. Neither of us want what’s coming, but there’s no way around it, now I’ve brought Hadrian to the castle. He loves a fight and thinks this is the right way to settle a succession.”

Fia took the Priest’s hand in her own, twining her fingers through his. “You’re not going to die. I pushed you into this, and I refuse to have your death on my conscience.”

“You understand that it wasn’t actually Orden who killed most of our family and my father’s councilors?” the Priest said. “Orden took care of our father himself, and sacrificed one of our sisters, but Lucian did the rest of his dirty work for him. The witchsmoke that blinded me was Lucian’s doing—I’d sidestepped a dozen assassination attempts by then, and Orden wasn’t creative enough to come up with something like that.”

A sudden thought struck Fia. “Did Orden ask Lucian to help him? Or did Lucian begin it himself? Was it Orden’s choice to take the throne, or did Lucian push him into it?”

“Neither,” the Priest said with a shrug, his posture going suddenly tense. “My brother had spoken of claiming the throne since we were small. Our father’s favorite, Carian, was cruel. If he’d become king, we’d all have suffered a great deal more. I believe Orden considered it a kindness to his family, rising to the throne and dispatching most of us efficiently along the way.”

“It seems to me that everyone on this cursed mountain is trapped by expectations,” Fia said. “Orden couldn’t escape the idea that he must murder his way to the throne. We’ve been at war with Vesper for two centuries because it’s what’s always been done. And now you and Lucian are bound by this rite of conquest. None of you are truly free.”

“Do you consider yourself free?”

Fia thought that over. “No. But when you’re regent and Justus is king and Ariana is safe, I will be. And I will walk out of this castle without a backward glance.”

“Given that I’m about to take my life into my own hands,” the Priest said with a humorless smile, “the least you could do is paint a picture of a future I want to live in.”

A small knot of eager courtiers filed into the audience hall at that point, casting surreptitious glances at Fia and the Priest. With a roll of her eyes, Fia left the dais and went to stand against the wall, respectful space left around her as more courtiers arrived and she glowered at any newcomers. Justus began to make small, discontented noises, and she paced with him, five steps forward, five steps back. Anxiety unfurled within her as time wore on and the audience hall filled. There was a crowd now, four or five people deep, lining the walls and leaving the center of the hall empty in anticipation of what was to come. The Priest sat, silent and entirely self-contained, on the edge of the dais. But he looked tired. He looked defeated already.

The terrible vision Fia had been granted before leaving the cloister hung before her, and she gritted her teeth. No. She had rejected that dream out of hand and worked against it ever since. Orden was dead, in opposition to what she’d seen, and Ariana and the Priest would live. She would accept no other future.

Fia kept up her furious pacing, as much for herself as for Justus. There was still no sign of Beneson and Nikolau. If she was honest, she’d have told the Priest she hoped for their arrival—that she’d planned a reprieve for him. But it would be difficult for Beneson to manage the errand in time, and Lucian would certainly refuse any request to delay the rite, knowing that the introduction of an adjutor would only put him at a disadvantage. No point in getting the Priest’s hopes up. Better he be prepared within himself for the worst, than weakened by thinking help might come.

At last, Lucian stalked in with Gaius and Hadrian in his wake. If the Priest was quiet and self-contained, Lucian was a snake coiled to strike. He radiated suppressed energy and stood aside as Hadrian climbed the dais.

“In the absence of a king,” Hadrian said, clearly enjoying the opportunity to speak from a position of authority without suffering any of its risks or responsibilities, “I’m here to announce a rite of conquest, this one regarding charges of treason. Both the Priest and spymaster have leveled accusations against each other. The survivor of this rite will be cleared of all charges, and their rival deemed guilty posthumously.”

Hadrian paused for a moment, raking the gathered crowd with his sharp gaze.

“I will admit I’m disappointed such a rite isn’t being held to settle the succession,” he said with a frown of displeasure. “It shames all of us, that Orden’s lain dead for days and no one has yet claimed the throne he left empty. None of you have the pride or power I’d expect from an Inver.”

Fia couldn’t help herself. She disliked the old man on principle, for backing the barbaric rite of conquest and castigating all of Inver court for failing to grasp at the throne when he wouldn’t try for it himself. And she needed to stall for time.

“If you’re so disappointed,” she called out, “then why not claim the throne yourself? I see two men bold enough to brave the rite of conquest for less, and one antiquated statesman with nothing to offer but idle chatter.”

A ripple of shocked and delighted laughter ran through the gathered crowd, and Hadrian’s aquiline face flushed darkly. Fia gave him no opportunity to respond—rather, she strode onto the dais herself, with Justus peering curiously out from his sling.

“If no Inver grown and titled and empowered will claim the throne,” she said in a voice that echoed back from the ceiling, “then I claim it on behalf of Orden’s son. Unless someone else can take it—which none of you seem inclined to—it belongs to Justus by legal right.”

“An infant can’t govern Honoria,” Hadrian shot back.

“No,” Fia said. “Not yet. So should the Priest survive his ordeal, let him serve as regent—he’s nearest to Justus by blood. When the little king reaches his majority, it will be for the two of them to decide how the succession is dealt with once again—whether the Priest will step aside willingly, or, as is tradition, if Justus must kill him in order to claim the throne.”

Murmurs ran through the assembled court. They could see the sense in Fia’s words. They needed a sovereign. And few of them were eager to take on the risk that came with Honoria’s crown.

“Who are you,” Hadrian asked, “to address this court, or to speak on Inver matters at all? Dolenza’s rabble have no claim and no voice here.”

Easily swayed, the mutterings of the court took on an edge. But Fia was equal to the accusation. She drew herself up to her full height and wrapped an arm protectively around Justus.

“I don’t speak for Dolenza,” she said. “Twice now, I’ve petitioned to become a soria and been refused. I speak for myself, though I wear a postulant’s robe. I speak for Honoria. What do any of you, perched on this mountain like carrion crows, know about how the citizenry of Honoria truly feel? I am Honorian as they come, raised from dirt in the northern ranges. I grew from nothing and was brought up in a world of trouble and cruelty rather than kindness. I was there in the aftermath of Honoria and Caervallion’s battle summer. I stitched dying men back together and severed rotting limbs. I walked out of a life of privation and crossed the country in search of a place where my own child could prosper. Then once I’d found it, I left her behind in order to tend the son of your king. I have given Justus Inver life, and whatever strength I possess. I say he will make a fine king, and not only one the people of Honoria will fear and obey, but one they will love. He will belong to them in a way no other king ever has, and they will follow him into a glorious and bold future because of it—the sort of future none of you can so much as conjure up in dreams.”

There was a ring of prophecy in Fia’s voice. Her words were no more than what she felt was needed in the moment—they hadn’t come to her in a bloodborne dream, and were only the result of desperation and anger, but unschooled in the ways of Raea’s daughters, the Invers could tell no difference. All they could see was a woman with an infant king in her arms, speaking with authority on behalf of an entire nation. And they were not so far removed from the ancient ways that the image of Raea as mother no longer lingered in their unconsciousness. There was still a response in each of them akin to worship, as they gazed up at Fia burnished by golden light, offering them a public son. She was something old and something new—an advocate not for Raea or for peace, but for Honoria and an era of prosperity. She was both their former goddess, and their current fire.

“None of this matters,” Hadrian said, breaking the spell of silence Fia had wrought with her words. “Or at least, it doesn’t matter unless the Priest prevails in his rite. Any future for Honoria must be ushered in by blood, so let the rite begin.”

Fia scanned the crowd one last time, hope dying in her as she did so. There was no sign of Beneson and Nikolau, and Lucian was already stepping forward, the glint of a steel dagger shining in his hand.

Neither Lucian nor the Priest spoke as the Priest set his cane aside and moved forward, drawing his own knife from its sheath. If either of them had last words, they’d carry them to the grave. Perhaps it was only her own feelings taking hold, but Fia thought she could sense heavy reluctance radiating from them both, as they took ownership of the empty space at the center of the audience hall and slowly, cautiously, began to circle each other.

A feint from Lucian, and the Priest sidestepped it neatly. The gathered Invers were dead silent, rather than raucous with good humor, and Fia sent up a breathless prayer of thanks to Raea for that. If the crowd set to clamoring, the Priest’s fate would be sealed—he’d have no way of hearing the barely audible sounds that signaled Lucian’s movement. Fia could see the strain in him—his shoulders were tense with the work of trying to track Lucian’s whereabouts, while the spymaster was light on his feet, relaxed in spite of the circumstances.

Another feint, this one with a vicious and perfectly timed sidestep halfway through, and Lucian had drawn first blood. Crimson stained the Priest’s left sleeve, blossoming out from a shallow wound on his upper arm. But Lucian was away already, retreating swiftly—the Priest had six inches on him, and if it came to grappling, Lucian would be finished. His strength lay in taking advantage of the Priest’s sightlessness, and Lucian evidently intended to do so ruthlessly.

It would be a slow and merciless death, Fia realized with a sickening sensation of dread. Lucian would toy with the Priest, to ensure no one else ever dared to pit themselves against him.

A slight commotion rose from the audience hall’s doorway, tying her stomach into further knots. The crowd had to stay quiet.

And then, reprieve. Beneson appeared, flushed and sweating at her side. He gestured in the direction of the Priest and Lucian—Nikolau was already striding toward them, across the no-man’s-land of open space at the center of the audience hall.

“Priest,” Nikolau called, and then his hand was on the Priest’s shoulder, the two of them speaking in low, terse voices with their heads bowed together. Fia couldn’t catch their words, but after a moment, the Priest nodded and turned to the dais where she and Hadrian still stood.

“I name an adjutor,” the Priest said, and though no one else, perhaps, would be able to hear it, Fia recognized relief in the words.

Lucian let out a frustrated growl. “Very well. I can’t naysay you. Gaius of the guard will serve as my adjutor. And yours is?”

Nikolau offered Lucian a mocking bow. “Nikolau Raeana, Priest’s right hand.”

“You’re not one of our people,” Lucian scoffed. “I’ve never heard of you.”

“You have, only you didn’t know my name. I’d have preferred to keep it that way, so I’m a little out of temper,” Nikolau answered, and Fia knew a reproach aimed at her when she heard one. “Do you wish to stand here and hiss at each other like a pair of cats, or do you mean to fight?”

By way of reply, Lucian stepped back, spreading his hands wide in invitation. Gaius stumped forward, heavy and thickset as a bear, and did not so much as hesitate. He strode straight to the Priest, twisting his knife forward with a savage lunge. The Priest dodged handily, and began a series of short and measured retreats—Gaius surging ahead, the Priest backing away in plenty of time. At first, Fia found it frustrating—surely the Priest could take advantage of Gaius’s nearness, as the guard captain came within inches of him, often off-center as he did so.

But unlike with Lucian, the Priest would have no advantage if he was forced to grapple with Gaius. And as the Priest and the guard captain circled past the dais, coming within feet of Fia, she realized what the Priest was doing. By far the heavier man, Gaius was already growing breathless. In staying defensive, the Priest was not just tiring a larger, heavier opponent, but chipping away at Gaius’s greatest advantage—the Priest’s own blindness. With every minute that passed, Gaius’s labored breath grew louder and therefore easier to detect.

Content for the moment, Fia turned her attention to Nikolau and Lucian. Unlike Gaius and the Priest, who were circling the audience hall’s outer perimeter, Nikolau and the spymaster were occupying the open space at its center. They wove in tight, contained patterns, feinting and dodging, trying to take a measure of each other.

“You’re from the mountains, aren’t you?” Lucian asked, showing not the least sign of wearing out, like Gaius. “I can hear it in your voice. I’m willing to bet you know that bitch of Dolenza’s, and she’s how you ended up here. She’ll be the death of you and the Priest both.”

But if Lucian meant to rattle Nikolau via a slight to Fia, he’d misjudged. Nikolau only grinned.

“I’m from everywhere and nowhere. And if you think this is the worst position I’ve found myself in because of the postulant, you’re sorely mistaken. I don’t expect it’ll be the last time I run afoul of the Invers on her behalf, either.”

“Stop prattling and fight, Nikolau,” Fia snapped, because a murmur of gossip was spreading through the courtiers. It wasn’t only the noise that was a concern anymore, not with Gaius puffing like a bellows. The nobles considered it an established fact that Fia and their Priest were bonded to each other, and Fia needed them to continue to believe so. She could not have Nikolau sow seeds of doubt as to how things stood between her and the Priest.

But Nikolau had fallen silent again. Fia could have told Lucian that meant trouble—even a life of privation and danger in a strange land had done little to damage Nikolau’s Vesperin gregariousness. When his focus grew intent and fierce, as it had done now, no good could come for the object of his attention.

The last time Fia had seen him overcome by such a mood, Nikolau killed two pressers with his own hands. Using a flagrum, the very scourge with which they humiliated and punished deserters, he’d beaten the pair so badly they died of their wounds and were little more than raw meat by the end. Not an hour later, he’d been back in the nearest of his hidden camps, laughing with deserters’ families and bouncing one of their children on his knee.

So it did not surprise Fia at all when one of Lucian’s feints failed spectacularly—the spymaster darted forward, and rather than move entirely away, Nikolau shifted to one side, seizing hold of Lucian’s arm. The spymaster’s own recoiling momentum carried him toward Nikolau, so that he ended with one wrist and dagger pinned behind him, Nikolau’s own knife at his throat.

Bright as Raea herself, the Vesperin laughed, a low and mirthful sound, and then pressed a kiss to the side of Lucian’s sweating face. Nikolau had been like this when the pressers died—feral in his anger, half-mad with it, a creature of unruly and gloriously inhumane impulses. Fia knew she should be repulsed by such behavior—that it was antithetical to the substance and beliefs of the daughters of light—but she never found it anything less than compelling. Violence drew her like a moth to flame, and she watched with parted lips as Lucian was forced to wrench himself free, his wrist snapping audibly in the process, while Nikolau’s dagger raked a shallow, bleeding wound along the side of his throat.

Lucian stumbled away, and when he looked up, Fia could see murder in his eyes. He made not for Nikolau, but for the Priest, who remained focused on Gaius, the two of them still circling the audience hall.

“Your left, Priest,” Nikolau called, and unhesitatingly lunged at Gaius, despite the guard being nearly twice his weight. The sudden force of Nikolau’s impact, coming from an unexpected angle, caught Gaius off balance, and the two of them toppled over into the crowd. A crush of bodies hid them from Fia’s view, and a shocked clamor rose up, but her gaze was trained on the Priest. Lucian had come at him furiously, but Nikolau’s warning served its purpose, and the two of them were locked together, striving for the upper hand. At some point in the confusion, the Priest had lost his dagger, but Lucian still held his. The spymaster’s face was crimson with the strain of trying to overpower the Priest, sweat standing out on his forehead as he attempted to embed his dagger in his rival’s throat. With a sudden jolt, the Priest twisted to one side, and Lucian let out a strangled gasp as his broken wrist gave way.

The dagger was in the Priest’s hand now, and he did not hesitate. With a practiced movement born of undertaking dozens of sacrifices, he drove the knife into the side of Lucian’s throat and wrenched forward, a prodigious fountain of blood anointing him and heralding the spymaster’s end. Lucian crumpled to the floor and the Priest stepped over his body, striding toward the place where Nikolau and Gaius had fallen into the crowd.

Nikolau had taken full advantage of Gaius’s moment of weakness. Though both their daggers were nowhere to be seen, he had the guard captain pinned, forcing him onto the ground face down rather than upward. One of Nikolau’s knees held Gaius to the floor, while his arm around the guard captain’s neck slowly throttled him. But when Nikolau sensed the attention of the crowd shifting as the space around him opened a little more and all eyes were drawn to the Vesperin and the guard captain, he lost patience. Seizing Gaius by the hair, he drove the guard’s face into the unrelenting stone floor again and again, a furious snarl twisting his mouth.

By the time Nikolau finished, there was no longer anything recognizable about Gaius from the neck up. The floor was streaked scarlet and pink, with blood and spackles of bone and brain matter. Despite their vaunted ruthlessness, several of the Invers were pale and sick, being ushered from the room by those nearest to them. For her part, all Fia felt when she surveyed the ruined remains of Gaius and Lucian was a wash of contentment and gratitude. Nikolau was just who she needed to serve as a safeguard for Justus, and the Priest, who’d already reached out a hand to help Nikolau to his feet, was the only person she’d ever place on Honoria’s Inver throne.

Nikolau took the Priest’s offered hand and scrambled upright, breathing hard but already grinning again.

“All right, then?” Nikolau asked.

“Hm,” the Priest said, and tilted his head slightly in the direction of Lucian, lying in a pool of blood.

“Oh, well done,” Nikolau said, transparently impressed. He’d always worn his heart on his sleeve, and Fia could see it in him already—he liked the Priest in spite of himself.

A few more words passed between them, so low they could not be overheard, and Nikolau strode swiftly away, retrieving the Priest’s cane from the dais and returning it to him. Waiting for the Priest to lead, Nikolau followed him up the dais steps and hung back as the Priest moved to Fia’s side.

Slipping Justus from the sling, Fia set him into the Priest’s arms.

“This is your king,” the Priest said, in a voice that brooked no argument. Drenched with the blood of his rival, scarred by Honoria’s perpetual war, and cloaked with the austere self-possession that was uniquely his own, the Priest made a formidable figure. An Inver fit for legends—the only person capable of reconciling the rabble before him to an infant sovereign and, in future, the bloodless succession Fia craved. “You will kneel before him now. I claim the throne only on his behalf—I will be Priest, and regent, and hold Honoria in trust for my kin. My adjutor, Nikolau, will become an Inver, and captain of my guard. We will forge new ties with Raea’s house and strengthen Honoria with a unity like none this country has known for two hundred years. If anyone objects to my claim, let them do it now, with the edge of a blade.”

As one, the court knelt. As one, they broke into a full-throated roar of assent. And Fia, watching the crowd as she stood between the father of her faraway golden daughter and the father she’d chosen for a nation, felt a new truth strike her like a blow.

Somehow, in assenting to foster and nurture Justus Inver, she’d become a mother to Honoria itself. The headiness of that knowledge felt like floating, even as the weight of responsibility hung like a millstone around her neck.





XXIX


You warn me of Rosalyn and try to make a fit successor of Orden, but if there is one child among your whelps I fear, it is Silas. He watches me when I am watching him, and while he makes a good show of harmlessness, I believe if pushed into a corner, he’d show no bark—only a killing bite.

—FROM CARIAN INVER TO DARIAS INVER



Don’t move,” Fia warned, and the Priest did as he was told.

He sat on the edge of Orden’s bed, in rooms that still smelled of his half brother but were the rightful quarters of whomever held Honoria’s throne. Which meant the Priest and Justus. The Priest’s only consolation in taking up residence there was the fact that he’d have his nephew close at hand, and by extension, Fia. Already the little king’s bassinet had been brought in, as well as the postulant’s meager belongings.

Stripped bare from the waist up and freshly washed, the Priest fought back a wince as Fia drove a needle into the flesh of his upper arm.

“You’re none too gentle, are you?” he groused. “No wonder Honoria lost so many soldiers in Corrin, if this is how you dealt with convalescents.”

“I can do it quickly or painlessly,” Fia said, sounding distant and distracted as she fixed her attention on stitching the wound Lucian had left behind. “Hadrian wants you in front of the nobles as soon as possible, so I haven’t time to make a numbing paste and let it sit.”

The Priest nodded.

“Hold still,” Fia scolded.

He fell into motionlessness, and for once, the retreat into himself was unwelcome. Not with everything that Lucian had revealed resting at his center like a cold stone. He hadn’t spoken a word of it to Fia yet—the Priest believed what had been said, for there was a ring of truth in it, and the spymaster had never struck him as a particularly inventive man.

Worse still, he’d been backed into a corner when it came to Ariana. Immediately after the rite of conquest, Hadrian had drawn the Priest aside and spoken to him briefly.

“All right, Silas,” the old man had said. “I’ll back you for now. I suppose it’s to your credit that you’ve survived so long. I always believed you were alive thanks to Orden’s forbearance and protection, but the rite and how you handled Lucian taught me otherwise. Besides which, any choice is better than Afon and his pagan goddess and Caervallion taking precedence over Honoria. It doesn’t even matter so much if he is Carian, though Lucian seemed a trifle mad to me, there at the end. Can you imagine? Darias’s eldest and favored son alive and unrecognizable? A story for children, or fools. But it means Afon has his eye on our vacant throne. We need it occupied immediately, and with a show of strength, which you’ve already provided.”

Still reeling from the strain of the rite and soaked in Lucian’s blood, the Priest nodded. They were in a corridor outside the audience hall, and a dull roar of voices could be heard from the lingering crowd. The Priest felt sick and bleak and disoriented. What he wanted was the solitude and chill of his sanctuary, and the voices of his ghosts. Or a sun-soaked, sparsely furnished bedchamber by the sea, with Fia and Justus safe beside him.

He did not want Honoria. He did not want its throne.

“Now, if Afon moves against us, there will be those among the Invers willing to believe his story and lend him support, so long as it furthers their own aims,” Hadrian warned. “What you need is to show yourself as a ruler who places Honoria before all else. We will reject all foreign interference and punish collusion mercilessly. An alliance with the cloister and the plains is acceptable—no one would argue that they’re as Honorian as it comes. But to show leniency to the queen will stain the outset of your regency with suspicions of weakness toward the very outside forces that would undermine us. Do you understand? Regardless of any friendship or kinship that once existed between you, you cannot pardon Ariana.”

The Priest had been toying absently with the hem of his sleeve, which had gone stiff with dried blood, but at Hadrian’s last words he fell still. It was as if the old man had read his thoughts. He’d planned to make a pardon for Ari the first order of business, once he was recognized as regent before the gods. That, at least, would render this business of rising to power worthwhile.

“You can give her a quick death as a blood sacrifice at the ceremony that will make Justus’s reign and your regency official,” Hadrian went on. “At least she’ll see her son made king as she dies. I suppose for a mother, that might be enough. But if you wish to govern, and wish for my support, you cannot do more than that.”

Hadrian’s words still rang in the Priest’s ears, so he fixed his mind on the sharp, immediate pain in his arm and the work of the needle. When Fia had finished her stitching, she washed the wound once more with clean water, dried it carefully, and bound it with a neat linen bandage. It was easy to tell she’d carried out the motions hundreds of times—she did everything with a spare efficiency born of practice.

In the wake of all that had happened, the Priest felt worn out and ill. He wasn’t Inver enough to revel in killings and intrigue and conquest. Even willfully damaging another—he’d changed the gods’ lesser mode of worship because as little as he enjoyed being cut to pieces by petitioners, he hated doing the cutting more. There’d been no way around it today, though, and he felt as if he’d never be rid of the scent of death.

“I don’t know why Hadrian said he wants you dressed like a noble, not a Priest,” Fia said, getting up and crossing the room to Orden’s massive bureau. The Priest had already donned breeches instead of linen trousers, out of deference to Hadrian’s expertise. “You’re not king, and you’ll be keeping the role of Priest in addition to the regency. At least you and Orden were a similar height, though you’re leaner than he was. I think this will suit.”

She returned to him, setting a loose shirt and heavily embroidered broadcloth doublet in his hands. The Priest bowed his head but made no move to put them on. He didn’t want to wear Orden’s cast-off clothes, to occupy his cast-off throne, to execute his cast-off wife, to raise his cast-off son. He wanted a world in which he was unremarkable—a farmer, or an apothecary, perhaps—and in which Fia and Justus and Ariana and Celina were all truly his. He would care for them as well as any man had ever cared for family. In such a life he could even have cared for Orden and been a true brother to him.

“I’m sorry,” Fia said, surrounded by the trappings of Orden’s failed reign. The Priest had never heard her speak so softly before. “I know you didn’t want any of this. I know I pushed you into it. But I couldn’t see any other way to keep Justus and the cloister and Ariana safe. It isn’t fair that you have to hold the throne and pay the highest price. I’d have done things differently if I’d known how.”

Taking Fia’s hand, the Priest drew her back down beside him.

“I would do it again,” he said. “The reasons are all good ones, and I’d make the same choice a thousand times over, but that doesn’t mean it would weigh any more lightly on me. It’s going to be a very long regency, even if Justus and I live through it.”

“You will,” Fia said, the words a prayer. “I will make sure of it. Nikolau will make sure of it. Even Hadrian, though I don’t care for him, will, I think, work to keep you and Justus alive.”

“Nikolau is Miriel’s father, isn’t he?” the Priest asked. He took great care not to imbue the question with too much interest, or even a hint of envy. He didn’t deserve to be told—didn’t deserve any confidence from her, not burdened with secrets as he was, but he wanted to know.

“Of course,” Fia said. “He’s spent the last decade hiding and organizing deserters in the north mountains. You’ll find the palace guard is two hundred souls stronger by nightfall than it was this morning—he’s brought a number of his own people with him, to fill important positions and swell the ranks. But his service will come at a price. He wants the practice of impressment discontinued. No more forcing Honorian citizens into the army, and off to Vesper.”

“It may take some time to bring that about,” the Priest said. “But I’ll lend it my support. Do you trust Nikolau?”

“Yes,” Fia answered without hesitation, and a pang of the jealousy he was attempting not to feel bit at the Priest. “Even without Miriel I would, but our daughter means I have something to hold over him that he values greatly. And I’ve made him swear an oath by his mark, to do everything in his power to protect Justus. He’s honorable enough that he’ll feel bound to keep that oath.”

“Do you trust me?” the Priest asked. He felt compelled to voice the question, even as he knew the answer should be no. He was holding too much back, and sprang from a line that bred tyrants. It was possible power would change him, reworking him into something vicious and conniving. Better she kept on her guard around him always, as she would in the presence of a jackal or a snake.

“For now,” Fia said.

“Not in future?”

Fia reached out and placed a hand on the Priest’s bare chest, and her touch felt like fire. At first, she’d been a distillation of the goddess to him—Raea made manifest, in all her brilliant and stubborn glory. Now, she was both more and less than that. Fia was herself only: a woman with weaknesses and shortcomings like any other, but with a force of will and a taste for living like none the Priest had ever known. He wanted everything about her—her mulish, sharp temper; her refusal to abandon those she cared for; her ruthlessness in protecting the very same. He wanted her so badly it ached within him, resting alongside the knowledge that he couldn’t save Ariana, and the two twined together, becoming the same pain.

Fia, after all, had never known a definitive failure. And the Priest was deathly afraid that losing Ariana would damage her in some way, dimming the radiant fire at her core.

When Fia spoke again, there was a slight smile in her voice. “I will stop trusting you the moment I leave this mountain. I will trust Nikolau forever, whether I can keep watch over him or not. But that’s only because I understand him completely—he’s easily known, and straightforward in his tempers and desires. You are a different soul entirely. I’ll never fully know you, as you’ll never fully know me, and I couldn’t feel for Nikolau the depth and breadth of what I might one day feel for you. I can grow fond of what I’m able to control, but I can’t love it, not truly. I can only love those who are equal to me—who may choose to yield, but could just as easily force my own submission. So I suppose the matter rests in your hands. Which would you rather receive from me someday, Silas Inver? Perfect trust, or love?”

At the sound of his name coming from Fia’s lips, a shiver ran through the Priest. When she’d finished speaking, he had only one reply. He reached up, fitting a hand to the warm, arching back of her neck, beneath the thick rope of her heavy braid, and claimed Fia’s mouth with his own.

The Priest kissed her slowly at first, reveling in the softness of her, the sunlight and honey taste of her lips and tongue against his own. If this was the only reward he gained for two decades of servitude shackled to an Inver throne, it would have to be enough—to kiss a woman he’d once considered an embodiment of the sun.

But as always, the sun was surpassingly generous, and intended to give him more. It was Fia who pushed closer to him, pulling loose the drawstrings at the front of her kirtle and turning aside a little so that his mouth traveled along the line of her jaw, the curve of her throat, the velvet softness of the tops of her breasts, still bound by a strip of linen. With a single fluid motion, Fia lifted herself, shifting until she was on his lap, her legs straddling his waist. Everything in the Priest caught fire as he raised his face to her and met her mouth again, their kisses deep enough now to drown in. Fia grinned wickedly as she kissed him, and moved against the long, hard swell of the Priest between her legs until he couldn’t help the groan that escaped his lips.

“Now touch me,” Fia murmured, and he obliged, sliding a hand beneath the linen that bound her swollen breasts. Two of his fingertips brushed her nipple, and a stifled, yearning sound broke from Fia, an echo of the Priest’s own longing.

The Priest took her breast in his hand, and he could hear from the ragged, wanting cadence of her breathing that his touch was a sweet torment. She kissed him as if she was starved for it, her hands on either side of his shorn head, the movement of her body against him growing rhythmic. They were both wholly abandoned to the moment, out beyond themselves, wanting nothing but to sink further into each other’s welcoming heat.

From the bassinet near the bed, an irritable squall escaped Justus. Fia froze, her forehead pressed to the Priest’s, and then it came—the full and unhappy cry of Honoria’s infant king. The Priest tried and failed to hide a smile as Fia caught her breath suddenly, and the warm trickle of her milk let down.

“Silith’s pearl,” she ground out. “Why now?”

But the Priest was laughing, a low, amused sound.

“He’s Orden’s son,” the Priest said as Fia pulled herself away and scooped up Justus, then settled onto the bed. She put the little king to her breast, and the soft sounds of Justus’s contented feeding filled the room, which had previously echoed to the precursors of passion. Getting to his feet, the Priest went to Orden’s washstand and cleaned his hands, then pulled on the shirt and doublet Fia had given him.

He’d put off going out to Hadrian and the nobles long enough, which meant he needed to gather his courage and tell Fia about the queen. Not all of it, but the necessary part.

“You look different,” Fia said as the Priest fastened his doublet. “More like an Inver. I’m not sure I like it.”

“You put me in this room, in these clothes, and on Honoria’s throne,” the Priest said. “So you’ll just have to live with everything that follows.”

Fia let out a peevish sigh. “I suppose. And it will all be worth it, when you and Justus are safe here, and Ariana and I are back at our cloisters where we belong.”

There was no question in her mind but that he would pardon Ariana. Why else had he ascended, if not to save their beleaguered queen?

Stay with me, was what the Priest wished to say. I want you here. I need you here.

Instead, he did the inevitable.

“We have… a problem,” the Priest told Fia reluctantly. “Ariana is safe for now, but Hadrian won’t hear of clemency for her. And he isn’t wrong. If you truly want me to hold Honoria for Justus, I can’t begin my regency by issuing a pardon to someone who’s confessed to murdering the last king. It’s not the Inver way—if you kill one of our people, you must be strong enough to avoid punishment for the crime, or clever enough to lay blame elsewhere. We were fortunate in being able to take the throne as we did, but the most powerful of the Invers aren’t at court—they viewed Orden as an indisputable fact of life and an insurmountable obstacle, and have contented themselves with remaining on their own estates, in their own provinces, and amassing wealth and private armies there. Hadrian is the most highly placed and influential of such nobles that I could count on as an ally, but there are others like him, who would think nothing of biding their time and moving against me if I show weakness. Pardoning Ariana would be a death sentence for Justus and I.”

“You’d have the support of the cloister still, and Hadrian, and the guard under Nikolau. Wouldn’t that be enough of a deterrent to anyone seeking to overthrow you?”

Fia sounded troubled, and the Priest wanted nothing more than to go to her and gather both her and Justus in his arms. Instead, he stayed as he was, straight-backed and unyielding.

“No. If I pardon Ariana, or create the opportunity for her to escape under my watch, Hadrian will withdraw his support and give it to whoever rises up against me. That will mean losing the cloister as well, no matter how you plead with Dolenza—she’ll hardly embroil her sorias in a civil war after two centuries of surviving through a policy of noninvolvement. And you may trust Nikolau, but I don’t trust him enough to assume he’d stand by a losing proposition, nor would I expect him to. The fact is, Fia, we will purchase Justus’s life and future with Ariana’s death. She knows it, I’m sure. And I know her. She would willingly pay the blood price for his kingship, and for peace in Honoria.”

The Priest’s very spirit felt bruised as he spoke the last. Orden’s little star, who had struggled so hard to keep her king alive against impossible odds. Surely, the despair she felt now was all-consuming. She must long for some release, even that which came at the end of a blade.

So the Priest would tell himself, and call the coming sacrifice mercy, so that he might survive the making of it.

“Stop it,” Fia said, her voice ringing out imperiously from where she sat with the infant king. “The only reason I’m still on this mountain is because I couldn’t stand to see Ariana Inver come to grief. If you think I will watch another soria be slaughtered on your altar, you don’t know me at all.”

Gathering Justus up, Fia began to prowl the length of the room. It was such a characteristic response that the Priest wanted, once again, to put his arms around her. But she’d hate to be touched, with her temper boiling over.

“I stayed here for Ariana,” Fia said. “I came back here for Ariana. I will not let my time on this mountain end with her death, even if she’s reconciled herself to it, because I haven’t. I refuse to accept the inevitable. Let fate come against me in full force if it will—I won’t waver. I’ll leave here with all, or with nothing.”

“That’s a dangerous game,” the Priest warned. “Wisdom lies in understanding when you’ve done all you can, and when you ought to retreat. It’s how you stay alive.”

Fia stopped her pacing bare inches from him. “I don’t want to just stay alive any longer. I want to be whole, and happy. I can’t do that knowing I failed our queen.”

“Do you think I’d be whole and happy with her dead?” the Priest asked. “Every soria that’s been killed in our sanctuary still haunts it, and I’m the one who tends the altars. To be faced each day with Ariana’s spirit, knowing she died at my hands because I couldn’t save her, will be a little death on its own.”

Silence fell, during which the Priest could feel Fia working over the problem, setting her ferocious wit to bear on it.

“You told me once that if you had enough time, you could spare someone meant for a blood sacrifice,” Fia said at last. “That’s what we’ll do now. To the Invers, Ari will be dead. We’ll get her out of Inverlyn, and she’ll be just another homeless Corrinian, free to go where she wills.”

Pain unraveled inside the Priest. “To save Ariana at the altar, we’d need a newly dead body. A match for her. She has the look of a Corrinian, and she’s short and slight as a girl—think what that would mean, Fia. I might have been able to do what’s needed before I met you or her, but I can’t now. And I can’t ask someone else to do it.”

“Nikolau—” Fia began sharply, but the Priest cut her off.

“Would you really do that to him? It’s one thing for him to stand against those who oppose you, when both of them are men known for doing murder. But this would mean asking for the killing of an innocent soul, undertaken in cold blood. Could you truly put that on someone else? And do you think Ariana would want you to?”

“Of course not,” Fia admitted, and the Priest hated to hear defeat in her voice.

Fia crossed the room to Justus’s bassinet and laid the sleeping king down inside it.

“If it helps,” the Priest said, “you swore an oath to owe me an unequivocal debt that must be paid at my discretion. I’ll bring it to bear now—make you promise to stand by and let this happen. Then all the fault for Ariana’s death will be mine.”

“No,” Fia answered vehemently. “If you use my oath on that, I’ll never forgive you. How long do I have before Justus is crowned and you’re officially made regent?”

“Not long. I can wait two days at most. It needs to be done soon, to ensure a strong showing of new power keeps the provincial nobles quiet.”

And Afon away from our borders, the Priest thought to himself, though he had no intention of troubling Fia with that knowledge yet.

“Then give me those two days,” Fia begged, and if hearing her sound defeated had hurt, having her plead was all but unbearable. “I’ll find a way.”

The Priest nodded. “Two days. If anyone can save Ariana, it’s you.”





XXX
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It is the role of Lyria’s children to be endlessly pacific, pouring themselves out over and over again in service of all living things and of their goddess, and never harming another. It is the role of Silith’s children to be endlessly wise, testing all things to determine truth, to divine intent, to plumb the depths of human hearts. It is the role of Raea’s children to be endlessly strong, offering their energy and resources without reserve, never failing to give assistance when needed, taking on the burdens of others even at great cost to themselves.

—A TEACHING OF THE BELOVED THREE



Fia felt as if she was standing on the edge of a precipice. She couldn’t bring herself to visit the queen—she knew that even a glimpse of Ariana in the castle dungeon would be fatal. At the sight of her behind bars or in shackles, all Fia’s better judgment would fly out of the castle’s high windows, shattering on the rocks below. She’d do whatever it took to get Ari away, and leave the consequences to be dealt with later.

So caution and restraint were paramount.

The first day after the Priest’s revelation, she set Beneson to scouring the city’s mortuary houses in search of a body that might resemble Ariana closely enough. Fia hated sending the boy—he was a bright spark, and the moment she told him what she wanted, she could see he’d sorted out her intentions. But he agreed without a moment’s hesitation, and made no complaint about a day spent among the dead when he returned to the castle at nightfall, to reluctantly tell Fia he’d met with no success.

She slept little that night, though the Priest slept less. Fia paced herself into exhaustion, gave Justus his late feeding, and climbed into the king’s vast, silken bed. She did it in spite of the reminders it dredged up of Orden and Ariana—whenever the Priest returned from his arguing and bargaining and haranguing among the nobles, she wanted to be near him.

But when Fia woke in the dark before dawn, to the sound of Justus beginning to stir, the Priest was already gone. His pillows were warm, the impression of his head still pressed against them, and she could smell the faintest breath of him on the covers. Restlessly, Fia fed the little king. She dressed and splashed water on her face and cleaned her teeth, then stepped into the corridor to call for Beneson, only to find him already waiting.

“Same as yesterday?” he asked at once.

“No,” Fia said, her heart heavy within her. “No, just for now, I need you to stay with Justus while I go out. Can you do that? I’ll send Glora up with a skin of goat’s milk and paschalflower—he takes it well from a clean rag, he’s easy as far as babies go.”

Beneson nodded, wide-eyed at the responsibility, but willing to serve.

“I’ve moved his linens into the bureau. You’re sure you’ll be all right?”

“We’ll do just fine,” Beneson said, taking the little king easily as Fia handed him over. “And if I need help, I’ll ask one of the guards.”

If anything could have induced Fia to smile that morning, it would have been the idea of Beneson and one of the guard fussing over a change of their infant sovereign’s linens. But she was too sore for smiles. She did not relish what she was about to do, but neither could she see a way around it.

With a murmured goodbye to Beneson, and a kiss pressed to Justus’s baby-soft forehead, Fia slipped away and out of the castle. She lost herself in the tangle of back alleys and little squares and hairpin turns that were Inverlyn, eventually coming to a quiet, out-of-the-way market. There, she bought herself a mug of mulled cider and settled on the cobblestones against an overhanging wall.

Then Fia waited, and she watched. For two hours she sat in the shadows, because she couldn’t bear the touch of the sun. She didn’t want Raea’s light, not with the thoughts and intentions that were running sluggishly through her mind.

At last, a family walked into the open space of the square. A raven-haired and pale-skinned mother, her mass of curls threaded with silver, and two black-haired daughters, one only a child, eager and awkward, with arms and legs too long to be managed. But the second was a girl nearly grown into womanhood—she was a delicate thing, short and slender, with a smile that lit the whole square as she laughed at her sister, or offered help to her mother. A fall of straight dark hair brushed her waist. Her face was not Ariana’s, but it didn’t matter. She could pass for Ari. She was what Fia needed.

Fia stayed where she was, her eyes trained on the girl as her mother navigated the market square, buying vegetables and eggs and a sweet bun for each of the children. Swallowing the dregs of her cider, Fia fought back wave after wave of sick guilt. She could do this. She was enough for this. She could be ruthless and heartless for Ariana.

Too late, she realized that both of the girls were headed toward her, the youngest child’s eyes fixed curiously on Fia, while the older girl glanced shyly at her, then away.

“You’re from Raea’s house, aren’t you?” the younger of the two asked as they stopped before Fia.

“Yes,” Fia answered, barely able to get the word out.

“We see sorias in the city now and then,” the older girl said softly. Even her gentleness was reminiscent of Ari—the way she held herself with a little uncertainty, but kept glancing about with a wistful smile, as if hoping the world would prove better than she’d heard it could be. “Elsinore, give her your alms.”

The gangly child held out a hand to Fia with a gap-toothed grin, and dropped a half dozen copper carvers onto her palm.

“Good, Els,” her older sister said. “When we see the daughters of the Beloved Three, it’s our honor and our gift to treat them with respect. Isn’t that right, soria?”

“Yes,” Fia repeated.

The moment the girls had drawn away, she was on her feet. Fia dropped her empty wooden mug into the bin by the cider vendor’s stall and hurried out of the square. Hot tears blurred her vision, and she stumbled along until she could go no farther. Slipping into an empty alleyway, Fia dropped down against the wall, buried her face in her arms, and sobbed. The grief she already felt over Ariana tore out of her in a wild storm of weeping—she’d never felt so low before. Even in the mountains, there’d always been the daunting prospect of leaving. It had hovered before her like a mirage, and she’d never felt truly hopeless.

Now, despair rushed into her like autumn floodwater, cold and life-sapping. What hurt worst was knowing that Ariana could be saved, but that Fia could not bring herself to do it. She had never run up against the end of herself like this before—even in a life of hardship and privation, she’d always been able to struggle through to what she wanted, if she tried for it resolutely enough. Knowing that Ariana’s salvation lay within her grasp, but that she herself was unable to set aside her conscience and reach for it, cut at Fia like a knife.

When she’d managed to calm herself, Fia rose unsteadily to her feet. Her throat was dry and she could feel the beginnings of a raging headache, but she forced herself through the city, paying calls at each of the mortuary houses Beneson had visited the morning before.

Nothing. No one who could even come close to passing for Ariana Inver.

When the sun was high overhead, she made her way back to the castle. Her chest ached with unspent milk and her head ached with unspent grief, for her moment of devastation in the alley had hardly touched the vast well of sorrow within her. Fia went straight to the king’s rooms, where Beneson was waiting with Justus, dangling a string of bright beads over the baby as he waved his tiny fists, trying to reach for them.

Gathering Justus up, Fia pressed her face to the boy, breathing in his infant scent as he smiled and clutched at her hair with his small hands. He wasn’t Miriel—no one would ever usurp Miriel in her affections—but he’d become as important as Miriel, in his own way. Fia didn’t care for him as a king, but as a son. She wanted only goodness and peace for Justus Inver, now and always.

Beneson stayed where he was, seated on the floor, as Fia retreated to the bed and fed Justus. The baby fell into milk-drunk, contented sleep, and at last Beneson spoke.

“There is… a guard,” he said slowly. “I think you might want to see her. I won’t tell you her name, but she’s stationed down in the city, and she lives at the top of Pharilon Way, in the merchants’ district. She’s been a presser before—volunteered for it too. Mostly she’s on duty from early morning till late afternoon. If you leave now, you could catch her going home. I can stay with the king again.”

The faintest spark of hope kindled in Fia, but she tamped it out immediately, refusing to allow it to rise into a flame.

“Thank you, Ben,” she said, rising to her feet and setting Justus down in his bassinet. “You’re a better friend than I’d hoped to find when I set out for Inverlyn.”

The boy smiled bashfully, but there was guilt and hurt lurking behind his eyes. Fia knew she was on the cusp of drawing him into something he’d never forget, but she steeled herself against sympathy. Beneson himself had told her surviving on the Invers’ mountain meant being dangerous—becoming a threat. He knew the cost of living here, and still he chose to stay. Fia refused to think of how narrow the boy’s options would be if he left, and the poverty he’d risk, cutting ties with the castle.

The merchants’ district was a great deal busier than the market square where Fia had passed her morning. She could feel herself bristling, the hair on the back of her neck rising, as she was forced to integrate herself among the crowds milling about the streets. Twice, she had to stop and ask for help, being unfamiliar with the sprawl of the lower city.

At last she came to Pharilon Way, and met with a stroke of luck. Whether or not the guard in question lived at the head of the street, Fia couldn’t say, but she was certainly posted at its lower end, occupying a street corner with an older, pinch-faced man. The two of them wore the Honorian guard’s crimson-and-gold uniform, and stood side by side, talking and laughing.

There was nothing about the woman’s mannerisms that spoke of Ariana, but that didn’t matter. All that did was her slight stature, the long black braid snaking over one of her shoulders, the set of her jaw that, though flinty, was faintly reminiscent of the queen.

She was a better match than even the girl in the market square. And as Fia watched, she couldn’t help feeling the spark within her grow brighter. The woman and her partner clearly relished the power they held over the people of Inverlyn—they spoke harshly to any who asked for assistance, and several times detained a ragged-looking urchin or beggar for no reason other than to turn out their pockets, searching for stolen goods. Each time, they kept whatever small coins were found on the subject of their searches, ignoring any protests and sending the victims of their attentions off with a rough shove.

“Better,” Fia whispered, desperate to convince herself. “Much better.”

Bells rang out over the city, sounding the hour, and the two guards parted ways. Fia watched as the woman walked to the top of the street, stopping before a building meant for housing several families. She fitted a key in the lock of a door on the first level but hadn’t even managed to open it before the door was pulled open, revealing a disheveled and white-haired woman, lines of worry seaming her face.

“Kaia,” the woman said, wrapping her arms around the guard and visibly fighting back tears. “I’ve been so worried, looking for you and for your father. Have you seen him anywhere?”

The guard sighed, and an entire change seemed to come over her. Her face grew softer, her sharp eyes gentle.

“Matta,” she said. “Patta isn’t here right now. He went away, you know, some years ago. You have a hard time remembering.”

“Went away?” The tears filling the old woman’s eyes spilled over, tracing their way down her lined cheeks. “He’d never just leave me like that! Where has he gone?”

“Come inside,” the guard said soothingly. “I’ll make you some terramon broth. You always used to tell me it’s good for the nerves at the end of a hard day.”

But the old woman’s mind was working, and she pressed a trembling hand to her mouth.

“He’s dead, isn’t he? Amon died, and you never told me!”

“Matta,” the guard said, and Fia could hear the heartbreak and weariness in her voice. It was clearly a conversation they’d had a hundred times, and which always came to the same end. “You were there when he died. You were there for his last rites. You just can’t remember. Come inside, won’t you? Let’s have that broth—there’s nothing to worry about, Patta may be gone, but I’m going to look after you.”

The old woman let herself be led inside, and the door shut behind them both. Fia knew then that it didn’t matter who she found as a replacement for Ariana—if there was no mortal threat present to herself or those she held dear, it wasn’t for her to level judgment against another soul, or to make herself the arbiter of life and death. That was the province of the Beloved Three, and no matter how bitterly defeat rested within her, she would not try to take the reins of fate into her own hands again.

The vision in Fia’s bloodborne dream wavered before her. The Priest seemed safe enough, but Ariana—would what she’d seen still befall Honoria’s gentle mistress? Biting at her lip until she tasted blood, Fia turned toward the mountain’s pinnacle.

She was halfway through the city, traversing a narrow but busy roadway, when a voice came from directly behind her. “Don’t turn around. Keep walking. I’ve a proposition for you.”

If Fia hadn’t spent nearly an hour listening to Ambassador Gwylen speak without seeing her face before, she might not have recognized the voice at once. But she immediately knew those dark undertones, and that Caervallin accent. With a potent blend of fear and anticipation singing through her veins, Fia walked on.

“You need something,” Gwylen said. Being unable to look at her made Fia feel powerless and giddy with frustration. “A way out for your queen. I do not deny that Ariana’s death would make some things far easier for me, but neither do I relish seeing her brought down. So I offer you salvation for her, though it will come at a price.”

“Is this you offering, or your master?” Fia said sourly. “Am I speaking to Gwylen, or through her to Afon?”

“To me. Afon sent me here to propose marriage to Ariana, and a joining of Honoria and Caervallion if he affects her rescue.”

Fia snorted inelegantly and stepped around a steaming heap of horse manure at the last possible second, hoping it would catch Gwylen unawares. No sound from behind her betrayed annoyance or mortification, however.

“I assume Ariana declined such a generous and enticing offer,” Fia said.

“Yes. She seems uninterested in her own survival.”

“Not uninterested in her own survival,” Fia corrected. “More interested in the survival of others.”

“Of you.” With two words, Gwylen pressed on the sore spot Fia had been nursing since finding herself haplessly present at Orden Inver’s death. “You owe a great deal to Ariana. I will see she survives this shift of power and is returned to her cloister, if you do something for me.”

Narrowing her eyes, Fia watched a contingent of guards traveling away from the castle. What business they were on, she couldn’t guess. Briefly, she imagined waving them over and pointing out Gwylen as a foreign spy. Instead, she chose to hear the woman out.

“What is your price for Ariana’s life?”

“Yours,” Gwylen said bluntly. “I would have you leave Inver court and come to Caervallion. Whatever ban of the Beloved Three lies upon Afon prevents me from supplanting him in the present, so I must work toward the future. Everyone knows the Priest is enamored of you, and so Afon would view it as a triumph if you joined the Caervallin court instead of remaining in Honoria. There, I would have you raise and tutor Celina Inver, who Afon will name his heir. I will fetch her from Raea’s house and, together, we will make her a worthy queen for Caervallion. One who is not corrupted by Afon’s cruelty and perversions. If you knew how my land and my people suffer…” Fia slowed a little in shock as Gwylen’s voice broke. “… you would not deny me this. Please, Fia. You’ve done things here in Honoria no one would have thought possible. Come to Caervallion and do the same.”

Fia stumbled, then righted herself. Of course any opportunity to save Ariana was a temptation. Knowing Ari was imprisoned and in imminent danger of death on an Inver altar haunted her. It hurt like a newly broken bone. But she felt acutely her own backwardness, and the hands of the goddesses upon her circumstances. She had not felled Orden Inver. She had not risen to his throne. All she had done was push against the glimpse of a fate that terrified her. Hearing of Caervallion’s plight grieved Fia, but she was not what they required. She’d been no more than a catalyst at best, bestirring others to make change.

Even then, as inadequate as she felt, she might trade herself for Ariana if not for the matter of Celina. If Caervallion was all that Gwylen warned, Fia could not, under any circumstances, entertain the notion of removing Celina from the safety and comfort of Raea’s house to make her a warlord’s heir. She had seen all too well the consequences of expecting one woman to shoulder the burden of maintaining peace. To place the same weight upon Celina would be unforgivable.

Fia stopped dead in her tracks in the middle of the roadway. Carters swore and swift-traveling messengers shouted, but she stayed just where she was, a stone that could not be moved.

“I can’t,” Fia said, her words so low they hardly carried over the busy noises of the street. “I’m sorry, Gwylen, but I won’t trade one life for another. I learned that today. If it were only mine that hung in the balance, I would die happily for Ariana. But I won’t subject Celina to the same sort of existence that’s led to her mother’s downfall.”

“Are you certain?” Gwylen asked, and there was a note of desperation behind the words. “I mislike the other paths I might choose. They are… darker and more doubtful roads. But one way or another, Caervallion must get out from under Afon’s grip.”

“Certain as sunrise, I’m afraid,” Fia said.

She turned after a moment and found only the bustling thoroughfare and its ordinary traffic behind her. With leaden feet and a heavy heart, Fia carried on.

The remainder of that day passed in a blur. Fia could feel the time slipping away, and knew what she should do. She should go see Ariana and say her goodbyes. But she could no more bring herself to do so than she could cajole herself into unnecessarily taking a life. Instead, she stayed in the king’s quarters, dismissing Beneson and making much of Justus. He was the only thing that mattered now. He was life and love and a measure of joy, even in the midst of despair.

In the small hours of the night, something jolted Fia awake. She’d stayed up later than usual, needing the deadening effect of exhaustion to push her out of consciousness. Even then, the Priest had still been away, sequestered somewhere in the castle with Hadrian and a handful of nobles. Now, she found herself curled against him, her back to his chest, his breath warm in her hair, one of his arms resting protectively over her waist. She pressed closer to him but took care not to stir so much that he’d wake. Eyes wide in the gloom, Fia pushed back at the memories rising up—the awareness of all that had come to pass in the last few days, and that would transpire by midnight on the day to come.

The coronation of a king. The legitimizing of a regent. The sacrifice of a queen.

Silver moonlight spilled through the windows of the king’s chambers, and with a sudden chill, Fia realized what had drawn her out of sleep.

A repeating rill of music, barely audible, drifting from behind one tapestried wall panel.

Slipping out of bed, Fia pulled on a thick woolen dressing gown and a pair of sheepskin slippers. In the mountains, the nights were growing cold already, though down on the plains, the harvests were only just beginning to be brought in. The music grew louder as Fia approached the tapestry and pushed it aside to reveal the door to a servants’ tunnel.

As she opened the door, the music became clearer, resolving unmistakably into high, clear singing. The daughters of Silith were restless. But Fia had never heard them outside the mountain sanctuary before, nor had the Priest ever mentioned encountering them anywhere besides the caverns. With a frown, Fia glanced back at Justus and the Priest, both asleep. Taking a lamp from a side table, she struck a light and ventured into the tunnel, letting the tapestry fall between herself and the king’s chambers.

Following the singing of the sorias, Fia soon found herself on familiar roads through the subterranean labyrinth that crisscrossed the mountain. There was the branching path that would lead to the residential wing, the tunnel that came out near the audience hall, the passageway to the kitchens. But the voices led her on, to a little-used byway carpeted with a layer of thick dust. The sorias were taking her into uncharted territory.

Fia’s heartbeat quickened with anticipatory fear. She followed the sorias down, and down, and then suddenly out into the cavern sanctuary’s all-encompassing dark. The sense of vastness and enormity was oppressive, and Fia, in her glimmering pool of lamplight, felt wholly insignificant. She carried on, drawn by the sound of singing. Time grew meaningless, as it always did in the cavern dark. She might have been walking for minutes, or hours, or days. There was no telling in that lightless void. Fia had gone far enough that her legs were beginning to ache when her lamp guttered and died, having burned through all its oil. For a moment she stood still and pressed her fists to her eyes, just to see the stars. But the sorias’ singing grew insistent. Setting the empty lamp down, Fia continued on.

After a time, the sense of openness and space dwindled. Reaching out with one hand, Fia felt cold stone beneath her fingertips. Stretching out the other, she felt the same. So she’d left the great cave behind and crossed into another unknown tunnel. With nothing to do but follow the sound of the sorias, Fia walked onward, running her fingers along the tunnel wall.

When exactly she first saw light glimmering in the dark, she couldn’t say. She’d assumed it was the result of her eyes compulsively roaming the tunnel, despite their current uselessness. But gradually, she became aware that the faint glow ahead was not a product of her imagination, or of wishful thinking. It was something true, and real.

Fia made for it with renewed energy, bolstered by the sorias’ singing, which had reached a bittersweet and eerie pitch. Hurrying forward, she nearly tripped into a room-sized chamber cut into the rock. There were signs of habitation everywhere—a comfortable bedroll, a small wooden table and chair with the remains of dinner still left on a plate. A shelf with half a dozen books on it, and a stone jug of extra lamp oil. A wooden chest occupied one corner, its lid thrown open to show spare clothing, and a small handcart stood waiting near the entrance. There was even, incongruously, an upholstered armchair, its back to the cavern entrance, a lamp on a stand beside it casting flickering shadows over the whole scene.

Someone stirred in the chair and spoke.

“Hello, Fia.”





XXXI
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By a thousand lights in a thousand skies

By a thousand hands, a thousand eyes,

Our way is laid out, our end a prize

For faith, for love, a star gladly dies.

—A LYRIEN SORIAS’ HYMN



In the heart of the Invers’ stolen mountain, Fia watched as a girl got to her feet. Black hair falling to her waist. A delicate, birdlike stature. The midnight-blue and silver-bordered kirtle of a Lyrien soria.

She was perfect. She was everything Fia had been looking for. And Fia lost her certainty that what was happening was taking place in the waking world, rather than in a dream.

“My name is Lynette,” the girl said with a radiant smile. The light of faith shone from her, illuminating the stone chamber as surely as the lamp on its stand. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

Fia cast about herself in bewilderment. “Waiting for how long?”

Lynette’s smile grew brighter. “Quite a while now.”

Drawing in a trembling breath, Fia shook her head. “Why?”

But she already knew why. There could only be one reason, one need this child had come to fill.

Lynette stepped forward and took both of Fia’s hands in her own. “Because in the spring, Lyria sent me a bloodborne dream. I prepared to do what was required for weeks, and traveled here with two companions. They never knew my calling, and lost patience with it a few days ago. They said I’d waited too long, or that I’d failed to understand the dream. But I knew you’d come. There are people faithful to the Beloved Three who’ve brought me food and water, by paths only a few still know.”

“That doesn’t answer my question,” Fia said, pulling her hands away. “Why are you waiting for me?”

Lynette’s face grew solemn. “I think you know.”

Fia set to pacing, anxiety and slow dread churning in her stomach. “You look like a child. How old are you, girl?”

“Fifteen. Does it matter?”

“Fifteen. Raea’s light.” Fia pressed a palm to her forehead. “Did Serafine have a part in you coming here? She had some role in Ariana doing so, and it’s been the ruin of my queen. I don’t think much of a Matria who cares so little for the lives and happiness of her daughters.”

Lynette stood quietly, and when Fia glanced at her, met her gaze with absolute calm. “My Matria didn’t know I was leaving until I’d already gone. It was part of the dream, you see—that I could share my true intention in coming with no one but you. I know what you need, Fia, and I’m here to be what you require.”

The half sob that escaped Fia was agony and helplessness bound up together.

“I can’t ask that,” she said. “You’re only here because I am selfish. Because I can’t bear the thought of giving Ariana Inver up.”

“Why can’t you let her go?” Lynette asked, and speaking to her felt like confessing to Lyria herself—the gentlest and strictest of goddesses.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Fia said in despair. “Because she has always seemed perfect in her faith to me. Because she’s given more for peace already than anyone should ever have been asked to. Because… because I loved her before I knew yet that love was something I could feel. When I left my old life behind, it wasn’t only because I wanted better, but because I wanted to be better. And I never knew that was possible until I met Ari. She was—she is—Lyria to me. She is peace itself embodied, pure and lovely and under siege. I could no more stop striving for her than I could turn aside from Raea’s service.”

“Then I will be a true martyr,” Lynette said, her heartbreakingly sweet smile returning. This time, when she took Fia’s hands, Fia did not pull way. Instead, she pressed Lynette’s delicate fingers to her lips. “If our faith requires a martyr to die for peace, and Ariana is peace to you, that is enough for me. I know, as I know the sun will rise and the moon will pull the tides and the stars will guide us all, that when I die for this cause, I’ll be taken into Lyria’s brilliant heart and become a star myself.”

Fia’s breath caught.

“How can you be sure?” she asked, desperate longing making her voice unsteady.

“I saw it,” Lynette said triumphantly. “I saw it in my dream. And I want that ending more than anything. If Lyria is willing to give it to me, how can you take it away? It can’t be wrong to do this for me—not if Lyria has called for it.”

Fia wavered. The girl was so certain, so luminous in her belief. “I don’t… I don’t know.”

“I want this,” Lynette insisted. “And Ariana does not deserve to die.”

Laying hold of that, Fia shook her head. “No. But neither do you.”

For the first time, Lynette’s light dimmed. “Of course not. But in this world, not all can survive. You and Ari can—you’ve proven it already. You’re strong enough and courageous enough to live through the very worst. But I am… I’m wounded on the inside, in a way neither of you have ever been. When the war in Corrin happened, I was only a child.”

“You’re still a child,” Fia cut in.

“No,” Lynette said tonelessly. “I’m not. I ceased to be a child that summer. It wasn’t only soldiers from Honoria and Caervallion who suffered—I watched my family put to the sword by men who were no better than wild beasts. I was subjected to things at their hands that I will not ever speak of. And I cannot. Find peace. Any longer. I’ve tried—Matria Serafine allowed me to make a fidelity oath despite my age, and for five years I have been a perfect soria. It should have been a refuge. Instead, I have spent every day in agony. This is my last chance for the peace I want so badly, Fia. I know the Beloved Three hold only love for those who die by their own hands, but I don’t think I will rest easy if it comes to that. I want to die in service, since I cannot live in it. I want a martyr’s death. I’m asking you to give it to me.”

“I don’t know what to do,” Fia said, and the words came out small and broken, clouded with tears. It felt as if the entire mountain was pressing down upon her—she could not withstand the weight any longer, and dropped to her knees.

The little soria knelt, too, and something twisted within Fia as lamplight gleamed off a blade in the girl’s hand.

“I know,” Lynette said. Her sorrow was gone, replaced by that perfect conviction. “And it’s all right. If I’m to be a star, let me start now by serving as your guide.”

The hilt of the knife was in Fia’s hand, which Lynette drew to the soft, pale curve of her own neck. The world blurred mercifully as Fia’s eyes filled with tears—a gift of salt water from the goddess of the moon.

“I will never forgive myself,” Fia whispered. “I will never forget this. I will live in this moment forever.”

“But you’ll live,” Lynette said. “And I cannot.”

All Fia could recall afterward was the feeling of Lynette’s hand lightly cupping her own. The tug of the knife as lamplight refracted on a veil of tears, turning all the world to stars. Lynette’s grasp falling away as warm blood flowed down the front of her kirtle. It was not only the knife that brought her blood, but Fia’s touch. She gave this to the soria as a parting gift—that Lynette would not die despairing, or afraid, or even resolved. Lynette died with the transcendent bliss of the blooded touch drawing life from her through the wound in her throat. The little soria left the world in silence, with no last words, no regret or change of heart, no ecstatic testament that she had reached her goal and was joining her beloved goddess. She bore her pleasure as she had borne her pain—stoically, crumpling to the ground and lying still, her wide eyes going dim as the unmistakable pall of death settled over her.

It seemed to Fia that she had never done anything but tend the dead and dying. From the moment she’d entered the world, still tethered by the birthing cord to a twin who’d been smothered before she could draw a single breath, Fia had been marked for sorrow and for hardship. She’d fought against it, striving with everything in her for life, yet here she was, kneeling at the side of a soria who couldn’t bear to live.

Slowly, Fia got to her feet. Slowly, she wrapped Lynette in a blanket rather than a shroud. And the girl truly did weigh no more than a child, when Fia settled her into the handcart with infinite care.

“Where do I go from here?” Fia asked the encroaching dark, her words faint and joyless.

In answer, Silith’s long-dead sorias began to sing—a funeral hymn, to guide a fallen star and a lost daughter of the sun through their midnight realm.



Fia left Lynette on the narrow bed in the Priest’s cell, laid out with her hands placed over her heart as if in prayer. She left her dressing gown and sheepskin slippers there as well, and did not take a lamp when she left, because she wanted the cold, and for once, wanted the dark. Following the road of wire to the altar rise, Fia found two ruddy lights flickering atop it—basins of offertory flame, scattered with loose incense, glowed on the altars of the hearth goddess and Mortis.

The Priest himself sat at the base of the rise, back in his plain religious garb and cast into flickering shadows by the uneven light from the altars. He had his head in his hands and straightened at the sound of Fia’s approaching steps.

“What are you doing down here?” the Priest asked. “I came down before dawn and gave orders that no one’s to come into the sanctuary until afternoon. Glora’s in an uproar over having had so little time to prepare for the coronation tonight, but I needed the quiet.”

Fia did not answer the question. Instead, she lowered herself down at the Priest’s side, slipped one arm through his, and put her head on his shoulder. She was unspeakably tired. She wanted rest. Oblivion. A long descent into unconsciousness, after which she might wake to a better world.

“I’m sorry,” the Priest murmured. He shifted her closer to himself, putting an arm around her and kissing the top of her head. Fia knew it would do her good to cry again, giving vent to the hideous ache of grief inside her with another tempest of weeping. But she couldn’t. She’d gone beyond that, into a hurt that could be healed by nothing but time. The best she could hope for was to endure it, until it began to fade.

“I’ve been praying,” the Priest said, with a hint of mockery directed only at himself. “It’s not something I do often, or have much faith in. But there’s no other way for me to help you or Ariana now, so I thought I’d try.”

“How do Invers pray?” Fia asked numbly.

“With blood,” the Priest said, reaching around her and pulling up his left sleeve to reveal a fresh bandage on his lower arm. “How else?”

Fia flinched. She wanted no more of bloodshed—if her time on the mountain had driven home one thing, it was that she believed implicitly in the rightness of the goddesses’ blood prohibition. And yet she knew that if need arose, she’d break it again. It was difficult, so difficult to reconcile what was true and right and best with how one must live in the world, and sluggish with sorrow, Fia’s mind could not strive for reconciliation or distinction at present. All she could do was let the chasm between the ideal and the practical be.

“Where’s Justus?” Fia asked presently.

“Safe,” the Priest said. “With Beneson and Nikolau in the king’s chambers. Where were you?”

“Don’t ask me that,” Fia said, and turned her face up to the Priest and kissed him.

She wanted a reminder of what was warm and good in life—of what made it worth living. The Priest obliged, kissing her back until little by little, Fia lost herself in him. There was nothing left but this oasis of light in an endless sea of darkness, and the two of them together, the Priest’s mouth on Fia’s, his hands tangled in her hair. She could feel herself coming alive again, like waking slowly from a night of chilling dreams. The first cutting edge was wearing off her grief, dulled by each passing moment, by the quick, wanting cadence of the Priest’s breath, by the knowledge growing in Fia that though she’d paid a terrible price, she’d done the impossible and obtained what was necessary for Ariana. Inside her, the cold helplessness she’d felt since first seeing Lynette had begun to thaw. It melted into cool water, into warm seas, into a hot spring, into something torrid and expectant.

Fia pressed herself against the Priest, and he pulled her closer, his hands running down her waist and hips to cup the full curves of her underside, until with a lift from him and a motion from Fia, she was on top of him again, just as she’d been the night Justus came between them. There’d be no interruptions this time, though, not with the little king safe in Beneson’s care, and the Priest’s orders to keep the sanctuary empty carrying the full weight of the regency now.

They slowed a little, the Priest’s kisses growing languid, Fia’s fingers trailing along the sides of his face, his arms, his chest. When, at last, she slid her hands beneath his loose shirt to trace the planes of his back, they were both flush with nearness, with the accord between them, with desire. With a single easy movement, Fia pulled the Priest’s linen shirt over his head, and it warmed her to the core to have an Inver half-naked and in her power.

Fia deepened their kisses, parting her lips, teasing the Priest with the tip of her tongue until he took control, kissing her back hungrily, his mouth fierce on her own. The shift Fia wore had pooled around her knees and the Priest slipped a hand beneath it, a sudden thrill running up Fia’s spine as he brushed the velvet skin of her inner thigh. At the first touch between Fia’s legs, she let out a ragged gasp. Tightening her hold on the Priest’s shoulders, she rose up and he took full advantage of the opportunity, sliding two fingers into her as his thumb brushed a little higher, sending a jolt of heat and pleasure through Fia. She could feel herself spiraling into the sort of agonized longing that begged for an outlet, that pleaded for release, but when she could think of nothing else but the Priest and his touch, he withdrew. He guided Fia down beside him, until she lay with the stone of the altar rise solid beneath her, her feet braced against the rock. And when he pulled away, moving to her feet and running slow hands from her ankles to her knees, until her night shift fell and gathered around her waist, Fia understood.

“Not here,” she managed to get out. “Let me show you.”

Rising, Fia took the Priest by the hand and led him to the altar of Tyrus, god of war. She pushed aside the basin ready for offertory fire and the sacrificial knife with an impatient sweep of her arm, and they let out a metallic clang as they fell to the stone below.

“Here,” Fia said adamantly, and the Priest did not hesitate. As she lifted herself up onto the altar, he knelt before her, on the rust-red, spreading stain where a Matria and countless others had died. The Priest lifted the hem of Fia’s shift, his hands running from her knees up the soft and welcoming stretch of her flanks. She moved a little, spreading her legs further to welcome him, and then his clever Inver mouth was on her. Every fraught word, every secret that had been shared and plot that had been devised between them, had been a promise leading to this moment. It was too much to hold, it was unbearable, it would tear her apart, and—

“Stop,” Fia gasped, as she felt her body tensing in preparation for the moment of release. “Silas, stop.”

He pulled back at once, wiping his mouth on one sleeve and turning his face up to Fia as a question.

“I want to wait for you,” Fia said, stepping down from the altar. The Priest was on his feet at once. With a low, appreciative sound, he spun Fia so her back was to him, and she bent, bracing herself with both hands splayed out against the altar of the god of war. There was a moment of anticipation where Fia could feel and hear nothing but the vast silence of the cavern sanctuary, and then the Priest thrust into her, drawing a cry from Fia as she felt herself fill with him. She hadn’t owned, even to herself, how badly she wanted this—the Priest inside her, enveloped in her, the two of them born for antagonism but moving in perfect accord. One of his hands fell to her hip, and the other snaked around her, back to the place that Fia knew now would always, always be waiting for his touch.

Gradually, the rhythm between them built, growing quicker, deeper, more desperate. Fia was on the brink of distraction, driven wild by what was rising within her. She couldn’t bear up under it, she would fall apart in a fit of temper or anguish or the storm of weeping she’d been staving off, she would—

The Priest shuddered and groaned, and the sound raised Fia’s inner fire into an inferno. She drove herself against him and the light in her was a torrent, was a blaze, was a solar flare as the ecstasy of Raea’s Gift shot through her, a molten fount of pleasure surging through her limbs as she shook and came and the Priest came with her.

Briefly, they stayed as they were, Fia supported by the war god’s altar, the Priest standing on the spot where Silith’s last Matria had died. When they drew apart, Fia set to tidying herself with a clean altar rag the Priest handed to her wordlessly, before going to retrieve his shirt. It didn’t seem that there was need for speech between them—Nikolau had always wanted to talk afterward, but Fia preferred silence. Returning to her, the Priest pulled Fia into the protective circle of his arms, and they stood so for a long while.

“I left you something, in your cell,” Fia murmured at last. “A gift, to mark the beginning of Justus’s reign and your regency. Make sure you get it soon. It won’t keep.”

The Priest nodded, and reluctantly Fia stepped away.

“I’m going back up to the king,” she said. “I’ll see you tonight at the coronation, if not before.”

“Fia,” the Priest said, stopping her when she was halfway across the altar rise.

She paused, turning to look back at him. “Yes?”

A brief silence fell, during which she felt the weight of things unspoken between them, as vast and troubling as the Invers’ mountain itself.

“Nothing,” the Priest said eventually. “Never mind.”

Fia was already out into the darkness, her feet following the grooved path that led to the stairs and the upper tunnel, when the Priest caught up, taking hold of her and spinning her back into his arms. He held her once more, burying his face in her hair and speaking with barely restrained passion.

“I want you to know something,” he said roughly. “You may not trust me fully, and I do not ask that of you, but if I live, and if I hold the throne, someday you’ll look at Honoria and see what I’ve made of it. And you will realize that every move toward the better world you spoke of was for and because of you. Not for the gods. Not for the goddesses. Not for a cloister or a clan or any other power. For you, Fiametta Raeana, as you stand before me here and now.”

For a moment, Fia clung to him, everything in her singing at the force and goodness of his offering. She did not deserve it, but oh, it worked like balm on her wounded soul.

Without a word, she pulled herself away and melted into the dark.





XXXII
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I will be still though the cruel thorn tears me.

I will not move beneath the blade of the knife.

I will not cry out though the burning dark blinds me,

For in perfect peace I pour out my life.

—A LYRIEN MARTYR’S PRAYER



If he was honest with himself, the Priest was trying to find ways to render Inverlyn and the castle a temptation to Fia. With the legitimization of Justus’s kingship only an hour away, and the Priest’s preparations for Ariana’s great reprieve in place, he could feel Fia’s departure creeping toward him. And though the Priest doubted there was any use attempting to push against her dogged, inflexible loyalty to Raea’s cloister, he couldn’t help but try to sway her. He could use Fia, not only because she was strong and clever and undaunted. He could use her because when she stood by him, he himself felt possessed of those traits. But she was leaving him, and he would not be able to make her stay.

The Priest stood near Orden’s bed, readying himself and Justus for the ceremony to come, while Fia lay in a copper tub by the hearth, submerged to the neck in steaming, lavender-scented water. A cup of summer wine sat on a little table beside her, and a woven robe Glora had produced lay close at hand, soft as an early spring cloud. The Priest had been precise in the instructions he’d given for the sake of his postulant’s comfort, and confirmed the arrangements himself.

“I’ve never done this,” Fia said idly, and there was a new weariness in her voice, which had been there since she appeared in the cavern sanctuary with a replacement for Ariana. “In the mountains we washed in the stream, if at all, and Raea’s daughters go down to the sea, or use a pitcher and basin.”

“I’m in agreement with your sorias, then,” the Priest said. “A bath like that seems too much of a liability to me.”

He’d had his own wash earlier and was dressing for the ceremony. Hadrian once again suggested—though his suggestions were pointed as commands—that the Priest ought to look the part of a king, even if the title would be held by Justus. But the Priest had decided at the last moment to flout Hadrian’s assumed authority. He’d never been anything but a Priest in that sanctuary, and he wouldn’t present himself before his gods and ghosts as anything else, whatever the Invers had to say about it.

“Wait,” Fia said as he moved to pull on his shirt, and there was a sound of falling water. She padded over to him, dripping wet and radiating heat. “Let me take the bandage off that wound I stitched. It ought to have air now.”

Obligingly, the Priest sat and let her unbind the linen circling his upper arm. Justus lay in his bassinet, resplendent in an infant’s gown intricately decorated with metallic thread. Carian had worn it, as Darias’s eldest son, and Darias had worn it as well. Fia had complained that it was an impractical mode of dress for a baby—Justus, she said, was fascinated by the glinting embroidery at his wrists, and kept vainly attempting to put the sleeves into his mouth.

Beside the Priest, Fia suddenly fell still.

“What is it?” he asked, so attuned to her moods and responses by now that it felt like he’d been startled himself.

Wordlessly, Fia drew his hand to the place she’d unbandaged. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected—the viscous ooze of a suppurating wound or stitches torn from his flesh, though he’d no idea how they might have done so. But though he could still feel phantom pain where Lucian had cut him, there was none of that. No stitches. No healing wound at all.

Only the smooth expanse of a crescent moon etched into his skin, run through by a thread of raised scar tissue.

“Oh gods,” the Priest breathed. “Did you do this?”

“No!” Fia answered quickly. “At least—no. Only the goddesses choose who bears their mark.”

“This is another risk I don’t need,” the Priest said in frustration. “Not just steward to an infant king, not just blind, but goddess-marked now as well. Hadrian was livid when Lucian suggested Afon take Honoria, and more than half of his resistance was because the man’s a heretic. Gods forbid he ever learn about this, or it’ll mean my throat cut on Tyrus’s altar. Swear to me this wasn’t you, Fia. Swear you didn’t do something to invite Silith to lay her mark on me.”

“It was nothing I meant to do,” Fia said. “But this morning, at Tyrus’s altar, in the spot where Olienne died—I wanted to be with you there for a reason. That sanctuary’s polluted by blood—a realm of ghosts—and it wants cleansing. What I did was intended for the war god himself, and for the sorias trapped in that cavern.”

“And exactly what is it that you did?” the Priest asked.

When Fia answered, the bewilderment had left her voice, replaced by pride and defiance. “Nothing you weren’t an equal part of. Raea’s daughters believe a woman’s full pleasure has power—that it can purify and bring about restoration. I meant to leverage mine against Tyrus himself, and to render his altar less obscene for when Ariana comes to it. I didn’t expect it to have any effect on you. The last time… I thought the last time was only chance.”

The Priest let out a sound of disbelief. “The last time?”

“Nikolau.” Fia’s voice had gone hollow. “After we were together, Raea marked Nikolau. But I promise you, Priest, and I’d swear to it—I had no idea it would happen again. It is no pleasant thing, learning your goddesses take such an interest in who goes to your bed. And I would never put you at greater risk. Do you think it doesn’t weigh on me constantly, knowing you’re taking this throne because of my prodding? If I could stay and look after you and Justus myself, it would be different, but I…”

Her voice trailed off. She sounded so shaken, now the full truth of what had happened had settled in her, that the Priest pulled her into his arms at once. “Forget the mark, it doesn’t signify. No one will even know it’s there.”

She kissed him, but there was restlessness and worry on her lips. The Priest could taste finality as well, and an ungovernable fear rose in him, that this would be the last moment he ever spent alone with Fiametta Raeana. He tried to swallow back the fear, and swallowed again, but it would not subside. Instead, he tamped it down, locked it away, left it to haunt him like a ghost. He’d never shake this, he realized—the low, awful dread of a world without her, where they were kept separate by circumstances or ambition or divergent aims.

Dressed once again for his oldest and most familiar role, the Priest lifted Justus from the bassinet. As if to confirm his suspicions that she was on the cusp of leaving, Fia placed a hand on them both, and he could feel the fine weave of her kirtle. Back to Priest and postulant, as if all that had happened since her arrival was only a dream.

“You’ll need a new nurse for the little king,” Fia said gently. “Best find one as soon as you can, or have Glora make inquiries.”

The Priest shook his head. “He does well enough on goats’ milk and paschalflower, as I have, and I don’t trust him with anyone but you. If you leave us, I’ll be his nurse myself.”

“Priest, regent, and nurse as well,” Fia said with low humor. “You’ll never sleep.”

“If you pity me, then stay.”

Fia let out a wistful sigh. “You know I can’t.”

And it was true. The Priest did know—Fia had been leaving ever since she arrived.



Ariana lay in a lightless cell curled against her king and wished for nothing more than to join him in death. As yet, he had not begun to decay, but she knew—she knew—it would kill her when he did. Guilt rotted away her bones. Failure turned her insides to liquid. Despair twisted at her so terribly she felt as if she lay splayed upon some invisible and insidious rack.

She had tried so hard, for so long. And in the end, she had not been able to stay Orden’s hand or alter his course. It was better this way—better that he’d called Fia to him unbeknownst to Ariana, and that the postulant had found him, necessitating a confession everyone believed false but that was hideously true.

Better Ariana went to her death for the regicide she’d truly undertaken.

For seven years she’d been pushed and cajoled and chided to end Orden’s life for the good of the Hand. Always she’d refused, knowing she could keep peace at his side. She’d withheld nothing of herself in that pursuit. She had shattered into unnumbered pieces, time and again, and cast them out across the Hand and across the sea.

It had not been enough. Unlike Lyria, Ariana’s light had not vanquished the dark. It had, finally, been consumed by it, and all Ari wished was for the rest of her to be extinguished now as well.

Booted footsteps came marching down the dungeon corridor, followed by a wash of too-bright torchlight.

“It’s time,” a guard Ariana did not recognize said gruffly. She peered up from where she lay on the cold stone floor, receiving a confused impression of golden hair and a confident posture and sharp, pitying blue eyes.

She let herself be helped to her feet. Guards fell in around her as if she was a danger, and Ariana supposed, dully, that she was. Nevertheless, she went quiet as a lamb.

The sanctuary was a blaze of glory, just as it had been at summer’s onset, when Justus was named and Orden and Ariana Inver stood together on the altar rise, alive and well and an image of Honoria’s strength. Ariana thought wistfully of how good she had still been then. How pure and unsullied before her goddess. She’d believed herself irreparably damaged already, but she’d known nothing.

Ariana’s guard had taken her to a place at the edge of the sanctuary brightness, where they were well apart from the gathered celebrants and half hidden by shadows.

“There they are,” the golden-haired guard said, as if he offered Ariana a kindness. “Did you know that’s who’s taking the throne?”

She glanced upward to the stone stair that plunged into the sanctuary from the castle above. Limned in firelight, the Priest and Fia stood at the top of the stair, with Justus in Fia’s arms. Ariana knew she should be glad. That she should feel, somehow, that her sacrifice had been worth the effort.

Instead, the world spun around her at the sight of her child. She’d killed his rightful father, and he would grow up parentless once she was gone.

The guard caught her when she slumped, propping her up and murmuring something comforting. Ariana could not focus on the words, not with her vision fading in and out and her limbs beginning to tremble. All she could see was Orden.

Orden in a Corrinian hospital tent, smiling down at her on her knees.

Orden in the Inver audience hall, raising her to her feet and pronouncing her his queen.

Orden on their wedding night, Orden every day after, Orden when she’d sat across from him and poured him a glass of summer wine laced with poison, so cleverly devised by the people of her own faith that it would harm no one but him.

The crowd cheered, though Ariana was unsure why. Drums and viols and organettos rang out, and a billow of choking incense rose.

“Just a little longer,” the golden-haired guard murmured. “Soon none of this will matter anymore. Soon you’ll be all right.”

She would not. She would be severed from Lyria eternally, cast into the bitter dark to wander in despair. But this was, perhaps, the last kindness she would receive, and so Ariana reached out and clung to the guard’s strong hand.

Ahead of them, on the altar rise, the Priest was approaching Tyrus’s shrine. Around the altar of the god of war, a prodigious mound of wood had been laid, dry as bones. A single pathway gave access to the altar from its rear, and the Priest handed Justus to Fia before stepping forward to take his place before the god of war.

“It is tradition,” the Priest said, his voice ringing back from the walls and the cavern ceiling, “for an Inver succession to be ushered in by blood. Yet my half brother, Orden Inver, rightful king of Honoria, who won his throne at the edge of a blade, was killed bloodlessly and cravenly, by a foe who could not so much as claim and hold the crown for a day following his death.”

Ariana shuddered at the words. She did not know if he meant them—if it was a ploy to secure the goodwill of the Invers who’d had little love for their gentle queen, or if she’d truly lost the Priest’s regard. Angry murmurs rippled through the crowd as they sounded their agreement.

“In the absence of another worthy successor, I stepped forward.” The Priest infused his words with disdain, and Ariana had never known this version of him. He was imperious, scathing, regal as Orden had ever been. “I shed the necessary blood. I dealt out judgment by the rite of conquest to Lucian Inver, who colluded with heretics and foreign powers to undermine the sovereignty of our nation. And I will punish Orden’s ingrate queen, who flouted the practices of this court when she put down her king like an ailing animal, with no power or plan to seize the throne. I will make an offering of her to Tyrus, to legitimize the reign of my brother’s son and my own regency—let Justus be king, as I will never have sons of my own and he is the true descendant of our dread forefathers. As for me, I will bear the responsibility and the power of both Priest and regent.”

The mood was lightening, buoyed up by the Priest’s pride and scorn. When he gestured to the golden-haired guard and Ariana was led out from where she’d been hidden, the crowd erupted into jeers and hisses. As she moved through them, they hurled curses and spat and attempted to batter her with their fists, but the guards flanking her held firm. Tears tracked down Ariana’s face, a reflex of the body, for she felt beyond any fear or grief now. There was only guilt, merciless and all-consuming.

She was taken to the top of the rise, and to Tyrus’s altar, where the guard gave her over to the Priest. He pushed her roughly forward and up, until she lay face down, splayed out across the altar of Tyrus and the pyre that surrounded it. When the Priest seized the offertory knife without so much as chaining Ariana’s hands, the crowd grew louder, cheering and shouting insults—the sight of someone helpless, unrestrained yet in their power, turned them into a mindless, seething mass.

The Priest raised his arms, brandishing his offertory knife. Briefly, he stood motionless above Ariana, and then in an instant, every light in the cavern was doused. Just as he’d ordered at Justus’s naming, the sanctuary plunged into absolute darkness. Ariana lay and waited, at the utter end of herself. There was only this. The dark, the guilt, the coming knife.

“Here,” the Priest said, passion ringing in his voice, “is what we rose from. Here is what our enemies would return us to. The dark. A world without light, or heat, or fire. They promise you a night illuminated by goddesses—the capricious, changeful moon; the weak glow of the stars. But it takes no more than a cloud to banish that light. Dependence on it will make fools and paupers of us all. We are neither cowards nor pawns to rely on powers outside our control. In this place, we are the power. We are the light. We are the flame. And we will be the ruin of any who try to force us back into darkness.”

The Priest reached for Ariana, and unable to help herself, she let out a startled gasp. But his hand was gentle on her shoulder, and she felt she moved in a dream as he drew her down from the altar. Then there was Fia—Fia—her strong arms tight around Ariana, her mountain-bred stoniness holding the fallen queen up. She smelled of light and hope and redemption, even in the darkest of all possible places. Ariana hugged her back and drew in breath after breath, as if she had never known clean, wild air before. The Priest pressed something into Ariana’s hand—the nightglass pendant she’d been given long weeks ago, wrapped in a rag to obscure its glow.

“Beneson will take you now,” Fia whispered into Ariana’s ear. “You must go with him, Ari. You must be strong. None of us can manage without you.”

“No, Fia, I—” she began, a confession scalding her tongue. But Beneson had Ariana’s hand in his own already and was tugging at her to follow.

From the dark came sounds that passed for the conclusion of death throes—something heavy moving, the displacement of kindling. Beneson was hurrying Ariana along, chivvying her down one of the Priest’s wire roads, whispering that they must be as far from the altar rise as possible before—

A spark struck as Ariana looked back, and light grew, only a dwarfed and uncertain flame at first, but it licked hungrily at the waiting kindling and the oil drenching a soria’s body. They’d ordered Ariana to dress in her old kirtle, the day before the execution, and she’d thought it only a cruel mockery of who she’d been. Now she knew it was something much worse.

She had been robbed, here at the end, of the just punishment for her crime. Another daughter of the stars had claimed martyrdom, and left Ariana to live with the horror of her guilt. She stumbled, blind and sick and wretched, but Beneson helped her upright and shepherded her on.

Behind them, the body of a soria burned, and the Priest stood gilded by its flames.

“This is who we are,” the Priest shouted. “We are the devastation of our enemies, the downfall of heretics, the scourge of those who strive for peace. No matter the odds, we will rise and stamp out our rivals not just with blood, but with Inver fire, until there is nothing but ash left of those who would stand against us. Here on Tyrus’s altar, by blood and flame I consecrate an Inver king and declare my own regency. Well may I lead you, and long may Honoria’s son Justus reign.”

The seething crowd broke into a roar, loud enough to bring the cavern ceiling down. It was a long time before they were quiet, and during their outcry, torches were relit and bonfires rekindled. The jubilant swell of music resumed. But Ariana and Beneson were well away, swathed in the cavern’s long dark that stretched beyond the Invers’ pitiful and misguided attempt at driving back the night.

They carried on and on, until Ariana thought she might drop from weariness. At last, the looming darkness around them became closer, and when Ariana stretched out a hand, she felt the stone wall of a tunnel.

Abruptly, lamplight flared ahead, a figure approaching them in the tunnel’s narrow confines. Gwylen looked like a haint in the lamp’s glow, shadows playing eerily across her sharp features and shorn hair, glinting in her canny eyes and on her spreading goddess mark.

“Well then, little queen,” she said. “Orden is dead now and his throne taken. Afon swore an oath to see that come about, and swore, too, that he’d have a child of yours in his power. Will you finally finish the task you were given, and safeguard your children by ending Caervallion’s king?”

Until the words left Ariana’s mouth, she did not know how she would answer. But when her reply came, she felt the bitterness and sweetness and rightness of it.

“No,” she said firmly. “I will not. I knew all along that the role I was bound to could not be Lyria’s will. I know it yet, though I shamed her in faltering. But I will never transgress the will of my goddess again. I will never undertake another act of violence, no matter the cost.”

Gwylen opened her mouth as if to speak, but no words came. Ariana’s refusal had aged her, turning her gray and haggard, but Ariana pushed past the Caervallin woman and walked on, past the pool of lamplight, into the mountain dark. She would brave its long, unknown roads just as so many of her countrymen had done before, looking for a place to rest when all the world had set itself against them.

So the reign of Honoria’s Lyrien queen ended, and the exile of Orden Inver’s widow began.
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The sun in her brightness sent us a new postulant this spring, before the leaves had yet come into bud. She is suspicious and uneducated and unmannerly, but there is some fate clinging to her, like an errant ray of light. In Corrin, she came to us from the mountains and served in the hospital tents, doing the work of a full soria, then vanished the moment the last tent was struck. Raea will make something of her, I do not doubt, but what remains to be seen. I must watch and wait, and test her mettle.

—FROM MATRIA DOLENZA RAEANA TO IMPERATRICE GILETA SILITHIEN



It was well past midnight before the Priest dragged himself back into the king’s chambers, bone-tired and thoroughly sick of life at court already. He’d survived one week of it, engineering his own rise to power, but there were a full two decades more to come—an almost intolerably wearying thought.

Justus lay asleep in his arms, a soft bundle of perfect relaxation. The Priest had stopped to feed him once during the sanctuary revels—Fia had vanished as soon as the ceremony ended, and the Invers must certainly have been taken off balance by the sight of their new regent carefully nursing the king with a clean rag and a helping of goat’s milk and paschalflower, but no one spoke of it. Hadrian, sounding approving for once, had told the Priest at the end of the night that the entire court was bewildered and half-afraid and more than a little in awe of him. None of them knew what to expect from a man who’d knifed Lucian the spymaster in the castle audience hall, sacrificed and consigned a queen to fire, bedded a soria and made an ally of Raea’s house, and yet who still claimed a regency rather than a throne, and took as much pride in the small king as a devoted mother did in her own sons. He was an enigma to the nobles, Hadrian said, and no one moved against a foe unless they understood him first.

It would not, the Priest thought drily, be difficult to ensure he remained someone the Inver court failed to understand.

With gentle hands, the Priest set Justus down in the waiting bassinet beside the king’s vast four-poster bed. The child would need a larger bassinet before long, and then a small bed of his own. There was a corner by the window occupied by a shelf of useless bric-a-brac: the Priest could have that taken out and move in a bed for Justus, where he’d be able to see the sky, and the sun and moon and stars.

As if summoned by the Priest’s thoughts, Fia spoke from where she’d been waiting, silent beside the window.

“I was on my way out,” she said quietly, mindful of the sleeping baby. “I made it as far as the courtyard gate and had to turn back. Not because I can’t go, but because I couldn’t do it without saying a proper goodbye to you. We owe each other that.”

The Priest and Fia met halfway across the room, and he took both her hands in his.

“There will be a part of me that always wishes I could have stayed with you,” Fia offered. “I’m not one for sentiment or eloquence, but you should know that much, at least.”

The Priest nodded. Fia rose up to kiss him, and the taste of finality and separation were so strong that her touch was an anguish, rather than a joy.

“Goodbye, Priest,” she said.

Stay with me, he wanted to beg. Don’t leave me to weather this place and these people without you. Be a bulwark for me, and I will be a blade and a shield for you. Surely there must be middle ground between us, made as we are for sunlight and for flame.

But he kept his counsel. Strong as Fia’s faith burned, fierce as her love for her daughter ran, the Priest would not diminish them for all the world. For a moment, he held her in his arms, and then she was gone, striding away just as she’d come—singular, determined, bearing nothing besides her postulant’s kirtle and a single rough shoulder bag of travel rations and waterskins.

The Priest stood and waited until the scent of sunbaked earth and lavender had faded from the room. Then he moved back to the bed and crouched beside Justus’s bassinet. Setting one hand on his nephew’s chest, he felt the faint rise and fall of the baby’s breath, the fragile tempo of his heartbeat. With a little sigh, Justus shifted in his dreams, reaching up with one dimpled hand and grasping the Priest’s thumb.

Something vicious and unreasoning and akin to anger woke in the Priest, all centered on his brother’s child, and the thought of any harm befalling the innocent soul that had been placed in his keeping. Bowing his head, he spoke quietly to the darkness and the mountain and the boy in his care, and to the listening moon.

“By wise Silith, goddess of my mark, I swear to do everything in my power to keep this child safe. To be a guardian and a comfort to him, and to keep Honoria a place of honor and prosperity until I surrender it without bloodshed. Should I fail in my oath, may the vengeful moon strike me dead.”

Something deliciously cool and silver ran through the Priest, and though he knelt at the peak of the mountain and Silith’s sorias inhabited its deep heart, he could hear them sing—a hymn not of grief, but of victory.

A knock sounded at the king’s outer door, cutting off the sorias’ song, and when the Priest opened it, Hadrian was waiting. The old man brushed past him into the study and made himself comfortable by the hearth without waiting for an invitation.

“Well then, Priest,” Hadrian said with a calculating note in his voice. “I’ve brought a list of people who’ve wronged me and who I should like dealt with, using funds from the royal coffers rather than my own. I have another of deserving friends who ought to be given places on your various councils. But first, about my son’s posting in Vesper and my appointment as magistrate…”



Fia walked. Long into the night she stayed on her feet, until the mountain was only a dim shadow behind her and the plains had truly begun. When she grew tired, she bedded down beneath an olive tree and woke with the dawn and the birds.

By noon, the cloister was growing clearer and clearer ahead of her. The sun no longer shone oppressively as it had done at high summer—it was warm still, but Raea had mellowed, and even the plains nights were growing cool. Bells rang out intermittently, signaling the sorias to move from one task to the next, to join each other in the refectory, to gather in the chapel for prayers.

Fia moved faster, anticipation replacing the exhaustion and sorrow that had haunted her for days. She was on her way toward hope—the cloister had always been hope for her, and refuge. After a rudderless and loveless youth, this place had become her center, the point around which she turned, never able or willing to fully break away from it.

“Fia!” Soria Beatrice called out in delight as she approached the wide front gates. “Is it really you? It seems forever since you went away, and it didn’t really count, having you back with the court. Will you be staying now?”

Beatrice stood perched at the top of a wooden ladder picking apples, and scrambled down to envelop Fia in a billowy, cider-scented embrace. For her part, Fia couldn’t help herself—she was smiling so widely she ached with it, finally back where she belonged.

“I hope I’ll stay,” Fia said. “But that’s the Matria’s decision, isn’t it?”

“She’ll be thrilled to see you,” Beatrice said, taking Fia by the hand and pulling her forward. “She’s been anxious ever since you left the second time. Can’t settle to one thing or another, and has someone running to the dovecote twice a day in hope of news from the castle.”

Tactfully, Beatrice said nothing about the nature of that news, or of Dolenza’s opinions on it. She drew Fia on through the labyrinth of outbuildings and halls and breezeways, to the wide, sunny interior courtyard where long ago, Fia had first petitioned to make her fidelity oath.

Dolenza was not sequestered in her study this time. Instead, she knelt beside a bed of vegetables, carefully showing Celina Inver how to pick beans by their tops, so that the pods did not snap. A few other fosters worked in the garden beds, or played in the shade of the twisted old phelamon tree in one corner of the courtyard. Maya sat there with Miriel on her lap, the baby happily beating the top of a pie pan with a stick.

Kings rose and fell, lived and died, and it seemed that Raea’s house never changed. Fia wrapped her arms tight around her waist, trying to contain the sudden fire burning through her—a blaze not of anger, or grief, or ambition, but of joy.

Dolenza glanced up, and whatever concern for Fia’s safety she’d shown to the other sorias, she did not reveal it to Fia herself.

“I see you’re back,” the Matria said calmly. “There’s an empty basket just there; you can help us.”

Glancing wistfully at her daughter, Fia did as she was told. She knew better, this time, than to attempt to resume her old place in Miriel’s life at once. She would become the axis of her daughter’s world again gradually, until one day Miriel could not recall her absence. For now, Fia was sure of where she might find welcome.

“Hello,” she said to Celina, kneeling at her side. “I have a kiss for you, from your mother.”

Celina squinted up at Fia, frowning as if trying to remember something half-forgotten. Then her small face broke into a grin and she threw her arms around Fia’s neck.

“Fee!” she squealed, and Fia buried her face in the girl’s black hair. Even here, she wasn’t entirely separated from the Priest or Ariana, Glora or Orden, Nikolau or Hadrian or any of the people she’d striven beside and against on the Invers’ mountain, whether they’d been friend or foe. Celina would always serve as a reminder of her time there, and the things she’d said and done.

“Matria Dolenza,” Fia said as Celina returned to the absorbing job of pulling beans from their stems. “Let’s not drag this out any longer than we need to. Will you or will you not hear my fidelity oath?”

Dolenza rocked onto her heels and wiped the back of one hand across her forehead. When she fixed her eyes on Fia, her face was serene.

“No. I won’t.”

Fia had expected a mighty flare of temper to rise up in her if it came to this. But she felt nothing. One rejection had been shocking. The second disheartening. A third felt only inevitable.

“Is there any other service I can perform for the cloister, in order to earn a position here?” Fia asked. “I can’t help with trade or records, for I don’t have my letters yet and can’t figure either. But I could help with the laundry, the gardens, the children. With the harvest. With making the houseless welcome. There are many things I could do without bearing a soria’s title or privileges. I have reconciled myself to that—I told you before that I would not have the cloister unless I served my goddess here, but I can serve her in lesser ways. I can make do with even the faintest cast-off rays of her light. I know that now.”

Dolenza watched Fia closely. “You wouldn’t rather return to Inverlyn? You’ve made friends there and could have a position at court if it’s what you wanted. They’d keep you very comfortably—you could govern Honoria yourself, standing beside the Priest.”

“No,” Fia said, the word coming out sharper than she’d intended. “I know myself too well for that. I’d lose who I am—become one of them in time. Eventually I would convince myself that Inver fire is only another form of Raea’s light.”

“Isn’t it?” Dolenza asked. “Or rather, couldn’t it be, perhaps not yet, but someday? If that fire was tempered with peace and mercy? Orden Inver, for all his flaws, was not so far wrong. It was only ever his means that were lacking.”

Fia said nothing, not knowing how to answer.

“Do you know what is required of a soria, child?” Dolenza pressed. “Of the women who inhabit the role you’ve so stubbornly pursued?”

“Obedience to Raea,” Fia said quickly. “I can do that. I can submit to her will if I have the cloister walls around me.”

Dolenza shook her head. “It’s not just obedience. A soria must be humble and temperate in disposition, content with her lot in life, and a strict adherent of the blood prohibition. Do you feel you can fulfill those requirements? Do you feel you have embodied them during your time apart from us?”

Miserably, Fia looked away. How quickly her returning joy had dissipated.

“No,” she said. “Certainly not.”

“And do you know what is required of my role?” Dolenza asked. “Of Raea’s voice and hands and highest representative?”

“Perfect faith?” Fia ventured. “To be a soria like no other?”

“In Lyria’s order, yes. But I was never a soria.” Dolenza smiled at Fia’s shock. “The requirements for Raea’s Matria preclude her ever having been one. We must be ruthless. Relentless. Forever striving toward greater peace and a better world. Willing to do anything necessary in pursuit of that goal. Do you feel you could fulfill those requirements?”

Fia could not draw breath.

“What… what are you asking me?” she managed at last.

“Fiametta Raeana,” Dolenza said, reaching out and taking Fia’s hand in her own, earth-stained grip. “I can never hear your fidelity oath. But I would hear your ascendancy oath gladly, and train you up as my successor. From the moment you arrived at this cloister, heavy with your child and vicious in your advocacy for her, I’ve been considering your fitness for the role. Oh, you needed to be stretched a little—pushed into a less narrow frame of mind. But time after time, you have risen to the occasion, working peace in the face of daunting odds, and emerging with your faith and devotion to this cloister intact. Do you think I’m unaware that Orden Inver would have offered you my place, and that you meant to refuse? I can think of no one else I trust more to assume the mantle of Matria when I choose to step aside.”

Disbelief colored Fia’s words when she spoke. “Well-informed as you are, Matria, you must know all that I did in Inverlyn. Things no daughter of Raea ought to. I killed a man on a pagan altar, and a soria as well. I brought about the deaths of others, in how I maneuvered the Priest into power. I spoke on your behalf and committed you to an alliance you may find unwanted or distasteful. I cannot possibly serve as Raea’s hands and voice after your time is done.”

“I know all of this,” Dolenza said. “None of it comes as a surprise. But I know this too—while you and the Inver court were housed here, I was sent a bloodborne dream every night, as a warning. In it, I saw Honoria plunged into new war, and the people used up as fodder. I did not accept the future laid out in that dream, and refused your oath in the hope that you’d return to Inverlyn and forestall what I witnessed. You were not part of the dream, only someone I believed I could depend upon. Now here we stand, with a new regent and an infant king on the throne. You’ve guided our nation well and taught the Invers they needn’t only follow the strongest or most brutal among them—that they can view cunning and caution as strength, and a child as the potential for a brighter future. That’s something no one’s managed in two hundred years.”

“I don’t think I did all that,” Fia said, glancing down at the bright pods in her half-full basket. “If you could have heard the way the Priest spoke at Justus’s coronation, and the way the court received it—they hate our goddesses. And they hate us too.”

“Does your Priest hate us?” Dolenza asked. “Does he hate our goddesses?”

“No. He even bears Silith’s mark. But he must play the part, and I worry he will forget it is a role only, and not who he truly is.”

“As he leads, so may his people follow, rather than the reverse. There is hope for Honoria now like we have not known in a very long time. And perhaps hope for Caervallion, too, with Ariana finally at rest.”

Fia frowned. “I don’t see why Ariana should have anything to do with Caervallion.”

And Dolenza laid out the entire heartbreaking truth as Fia listened numbly. How Ariana had been sworn to the role of cultellus and given the lives of Orden and Afon by the Beloved Three. How, in the strength and purity of her belief, she’d striven to preserve those lives rather than end them, only to finally give in and put down the Inver king she loved.

“Her story is one to weep over,” Dolenza said solemnly, replanting a small bean bush which Celina had inadvertently pulled up by the roots. “We had considered—the other daughters of the Three and I—going as far as to remove Ariana ourselves, in order to deal with the Hand’s unwanted kings. But to harm or hinder a cultellus brings terrible retribution from the goddesses. That trouble is at an end, though, and Afon can be removed from power at last. Gwylen will do it handily—she’s tried so often over the years and chafed at every failure.”

Fia bit down on the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood. Dolenza had not spared herself in the telling of Ariana’s tale. She’d been frank about her own complicity—how she’d pushed Orden hard toward the possibility of seizing the cloister, in order to force Ariana’s hand. So reluctantly, Fia met the Matria’s honesty with forthrightness of her own.

“Ariana Inver is alive. The Priest and I spared her, and sent her down the mountain paths. I’m not certain anyone could tell you where she is now.”

For the briefest moment, Dolenza went ashen beneath her dusky skin. But her discomfiture was gone so quickly, it was as if Fia had imagined it.

“We will have a more difficult road to walk, then, in the coming days,” Dolenza said, “and I will need a strong successor by my side more than ever. Still, I will not force your assent. If you feel yourself unfit and refuse the role, we’ll find a place for you. You’ll be a soria in all but name, and part of our life here. But I want you as my intendant. I see no impediment to that.”

For a time, Fia and Dolenza were silent, working side by side. Between them, Celina discovered that the beans she pulled were good to eat, and had several of them in quick succession. Fia thought of the mountain, and of the Priest and Justus. If she was not there to guide their course, who might they become? She thought of the cloister, of her daughter and the sorias. If she gave up the role of Matria, who else might rise to it, and how might Miriel and the children of Raea be used by Dolenza’s successor? Would they be spent in the pursuit of peace as Ariana had been, viewed as acceptable sacrifices on the altars of the Beloved Three? She thought of Honoria, still embroiled in war, and Caervallion, tormented by Afon’s reign. She thought of Corrin, slowly falling to pieces. As she did, heat and light grew in her, and whether they were wrought of sunlight or of flame, she could not be sure. In the end, it did not matter. What mattered was how she used them.

“Yes, Matria,” Fia said suddenly. “I’ll make my ascendancy oath. But I warn you, my judgments will not always align with yours, and there are conditions to my acceptance. To begin with, half the cloister’s incaendium powder must go to Silas Inver for the Progenitors’ War. He won’t hold the throne without it if Gileta does not renew her ties and trade with the Invers, and he will need it as a threat to keep Afon in check, even if Song Royale does ally with us again.”

“I would not have chosen you to succeed me if you gave way to my will in all things,” Dolenza said with equanimity. “As for the incaendium, consider it done. It will not be the first time Raea’s house has taken sides in a war with the hope of ending it more swiftly or forestalling other conflict. Is there anything else?”

“Miriel.” Fia looked over at her little golden daughter, and her love for the child was a cloister of its own. Indomitable, unchanging, and brilliant in its potency. That would never alter, no matter what other cares took root in Fia’s heart. In many ways, Dolenza had achieved her goal. She had widened the scope of Fia’s consideration and the number of her affections. But in this, she had failed. All that Fia did still proceeded from this one perfect font—the love she bore for Miriel, and her desire to see her daughter grow up in a better and brighter world.

“Promise me that for as long as you are Matria, you will keep Miriel set apart from any scheming and politicking. She must be untouchable, no matter who would seek to use her or how effective a tool she might be. I will not serve as your intendant otherwise, and I claim the same promise for Celina. Ariana’s children are as good as my own, and while the other two are beyond my influence, I will have this for my daughters. For Miriel Raeana and Celina Inver.”

“A fair bargain,” Dolenza conceded. “And no less than I asked for my own children and spouse when I made my ascendancy oath. I trust in time you will come to see every child under the cloister’s roof as yours, and sacrosanct, just as I’ve done.”

“Your children?” Fia asked in astonishment. “I’ve not heard a whisper of you having a family, Matria.”

Dolenza smiled in her placid, enigmatic way. “No. Only Aurelia knows of them, and now you. You choose to protect your dearest one by keeping her close. I choose to protect mine by keeping them far from the business of Raea’s house. I won’t deceive you, Fia—I plan to pass Raea’s mantle to you as soon as you can bear up under it. My family has been everlastingly patient over the years, but I should like to enjoy my grandchildren and our land while I’m still possessed of my full strength and wit. I’ve been on the watch for you for a long time.”

Celina tugged at the hem of Fia’s sleeve, wanting to be held. She lifted the girl and settled her as she issued a warning. “I’m entirely unschooled, Matria. It may take a decade for you to prepare me to assume your role. Someone with more learning would make a quicker successor.”

“It will take the time it takes,” Dolenza answered, unbothered. “I’ve accepted your terms without argument. Now let me hear your oath.”

“At once?” Fia asked in surprise. She gently warded off Celina’s reaching hand, as the small girl attempted to pat her face with fingers caked in earth.

“Yes. It needn’t be anything formal—this business is between you and I and our goddess. Swear to Raea that you’ll take my role when I’m gone, and work on behalf of peace, and that will be enough.”

So on her knees among the vegetable beds, with an Inver child in her arms, Fia became intendant of the greatest house of the Beloved Three.

“By Bright Raea, goddess of my mark,” she said, “I swear to learn what is necessary, and someday take the place of the sun’s servant, Dolenza Raeana. As the goddess’s voice and hands, I will be a steward of peace in Honoria and beyond. If I fail in my oath—”

Fia faltered. Her gaze caught on the children around her, growing strong and glad and clever in the rarefied atmosphere of Raea’s house. She ached for Justus, protected from his own conniving people only by the fragile threads of the Priest’s and Nikolau’s devotion. She imagined Ellimere, being raised as Ariana had been for a devotion so costly it could kill. She thought of the young Corrinians scattered across the Hand or left in their failing homeland, bereft of security or safety. She considered the child she herself had been, and the brutality of her earliest years.

Dolenza was both right and wrong. Fia did not need time to see every one of them as sacrosanct, and worthy of her fiercest defense.

“And I swear,” she said, her chin jutting out defiantly, her eyes sparking, “that whatever it costs—my own body or blood or conscience—I will see peace flourish across all of the Hand before the span of days granted to me has ended. But I will pay the price for it. Myself, and no other. If I fail in this oath, may the sun strike me dead.”

Dolenza let out a slow breath. “An ambitious oath, and more than any of us have asked for in centuries. I see you’ll be a Matria of my own bent. One who never chooses to do things simply, when you can walk a harder and thornier path instead.”

“I was born for hardship and trouble. How could I have it any other way?”

And thinking of all she’d done and all she had yet to do, Fiametta Raeana smiled.





XXXIV
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Someday, when the time is right, I will prise everything from your hands. Honoria, the throne of our father, the legacy of our forebearers, the children of your loins, the bride of your heart. As you stripped me of rank and inheritance and youth, I will divest you of all you hold dear. Then, with nothing left to your name, you will come crawling to me. You will beg for the lowest place in my household, and rather than giving you the solace of death, I will keep you alive in your misery. I will have you watch me make everything that was yours my own.

This is what I plan in rare moments of charity. More often, I think I will kill you. And I will use Ariana Lyrien as the knife.

—FROM AFON CAERVALLIN TO ORDEN INVER



Two things kept Ariana alive on her way through the mountains. First, the double-edged knowing that someone had died in her stead. It cut at her constantly, that though she’d been raised for martyrdom, instead she’d made a martyr of someone else. Ariana could not bear to render someone else’s sacrifice an empty one, even when the very fact of it filled her with leaden despair. She thought of the girl burning in her place. Thought of her children, scattered across the Hand to be raised motherless and fatherless. Thought of Orden, always and always and always. And she thought of jumping. Of taking the one extra step at a cliff’s edge that would grant her oblivion. Barring that, there was the tantalizing idea of simply stopping. Curling in on herself in the lee of some seldom-traveled mountain pass, and letting the world whittle her down to bones.

But while the knowledge that someone had died for her kept her from inertia, it was the memory of home that drove Ariana on. Like a phantom, she recalled Lyria’s house. Three floors of soaring, bone-white athalon stone rising skyward, polished to a mirror shine and topped by a row of spires. The glass of the cloister windows glittered blue-white, and into every window was set a filigree of nightglass chips. A jewel box by day, Lyria’s house could only be fully appreciated after sundown, for when darkness fell, the cloister both reflected the glint of stars in its gleaming walls, and added to their numbers with the glow of the nightglass that ornamented it. It was a constellation in its own right, and Ariana had always felt that within her cloister, she’d left the troubles of the world behind and ascended into a purer, more peaceful realm.

She needed sanctuary badly now. More than ever before. Without some respite, she feared the wounds to her spirit would become fatal. She’d seen Corrinians like that, following the battle summer. Walking and going about their business, but dead on the inside. They’d been casualties of war as surely as any broken and lifeless body.

So Ariana fled to the haven that had shaped her entire existence. For the first week of travel in Honorian land, she wore the thin veils of a plague survivor, who often hid their faces and their skin, indelibly marred by the ravages of disease. By and by she left off the veils, realizing that no one was looking for a slight, hollow-eyed woman with black hair. Honoria believed its treasonous queen was dead, and few outside of Inverlyn had ever seen her face. The mountains seemed interminable and then, after two weeks of walking and begging for her bread or harvesting roadside herbs or going hungry, the peaks dropped away into foothills. She crossed the broad and rushing River Went at Dedisco Flats, and there the rolling land of Corrin began.

Having been so long away, Ariana was shocked by the devastation that still persisted seven years after war. It was one thing to hear that Corrin remained a wasteland, its formerly green meadows rendered a torturous dust bowl of bare earth, and another entirely to see it. Wildfires still sprang up to consume anything green that dared to grow, a final legacy of the witchsmoke that had scarred the ground and still lay latent upon it. Ariana stumbled across several of the unnatural fires—patches of sullenly burning flames, which seemed to feed off nothing but the dead soil.

The cloister, though—the cloister was just as she remembered it. From a distance, she could see it waiting, a refuge of serenity and light. Ariana came within view of home at twilight and stood for a long time, watching the great sweep of the night sky grow gem-bright with stars, reflected and amplified by the small, contained galaxy of Lyria’s house.

It was only upon drawing closer that she realized even Lyria’s last shrine had changed.

The first thing Ariana noticed as she carried on was the smell, of refuse and waste and boiled vegetables. In all her memories, the air around Lyria’s cloister was breathtakingly sweet, blowing in clear and cool from the mountains and carrying the scent of a thousand meadow flowers. The second thing was the clutter and claptrap scattered around the cloister’s walls and grounds, invisible at a distance but apparent from nearer by. There were crates and abandoned carts and bits of broken furniture everywhere, forming a labyrinth of cast-off objects for her to weave through. And a sea of torches was springing to life on the cloister’s far side, toward the north. A slum to match the refuse heap here to the south, no doubt.

It was not until Ariana stood within the shadow of the cloister itself and heard the sounds of many horses, the clatter and jangle of equipment, and the murmur of Caervallin voices that she realized the encampment to the north was no assembly of refugees. It was Afon, and he’d laid aside any pretense of bandits or renegades or official disinterest, descending on Corrin with an army.

As Ariana approached the great central doors of her home with halting steps, she found him waiting for her, lounging within the alcove that surrounded the entrance. When she drew near, Afon straightened and nodded his head in commendation, his welcoming smile gleaming white in the shadows.

“Well done, little star,” he said. “It did take quite a push to make you strike Orden at last, but here we are. Well done, indeed.”

Ariana stood and watched him, choosing silence as her defense.

“Do you know how many times I tried for Orden over the years?” Afon asked. “Nearly a dozen. And I never could do him lasting harm. He and I are brothers in that—the moment the Beloved Three chose a knife for us, no one else was permitted to do the cutting.”

Though she did not speak, Ariana could not help the look of confusion that flitted across her face.

“Oh yes,” Afon said with immense satisfaction. “We were, the both of us, invulnerable to anyone except you. Now Orden is gone and only I am left. How greatly I shall treasure you in his absence—I shall wrap you up and never let you come to harm.”

The words were a threat rather than a reassurance, and Afon’s widening grin was a terrible thing to behold. Involuntarily, Ariana took a step back, only to find a contingent of Caervallin guards behind her.

“I give you a choice,” Afon said, moving forward until he left the cloister’s shadow and torchlight gilded his battered armor. “The same choice I gave your husband. Do as I bid you, or Lyria’s last house burns.”

Ariana blinked. Pieces began to fall into place.

“What did you bid him?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

“To make a new war against me, of course. He had no taste for it, but he pursued it for your sake. He said—now how did he phrase it? It will not break her heart to find me a warmonger, but it will break her to see Lyria’s light die out on the Hand.”

Looking at Afon and his torches, and the cloister shining behind him, Ariana understood one thing with perfect, agonizing clarity. No war would have kept him from his aim. Whether Orden upheld peace or sent forces against Caervallion, Afon had always intended to burn the house of stars.

“What do you bid me, then?” Ariana asked.

Afon took another step forward. She felt his hot, wanting breath on her face. Smelled the scent of old bearskin and sweat and armor grease. Saw the furious and frustrated light that gleamed, half-mad, in his eyes.

“Beg,” Afon said. “On your knees, the way you knelt for him.”

Overhead, the stars shone. Beyond them, the cloister gleamed.

“No. I will never beg for you.”

Afon gestured to his guards. From among them, a dozen women were led forward, bound with ropes and gagged with strips of linen. To a one, they wore sorias’ kirtles. At their head, white-haired and slight and unbending, walked Matria Serafine.

“Lock them in,” Afon said carelessly.

As the women passed Ariana without resisting, Matria Serafine met her eyes. The old woman inclined her head, not so much a nod, but a bow. Then they carried on into the cloister that meant so much to all of them, and to Corrin, and the Hand.

The doors were shut and barred. Another guard stepped forward with a torch and a glass orb of oil that glinted strangely in the light. Taking the oil, Afon threw the orb at the foundations of white stone. It shattered, and a slick spread across the threshold before the doors. Ariana watched without breathing as the torch followed.

Fire roared up from that strange oil, burning hotter and fiercer than any flames Ari had witnessed before. It engulfed the doors entirely, spreading to the walls with voracious hunger. From inside, a hymn rose, punctuated by screams.

“I expected you would be stubborn,” Afon growled. “So I arranged a reminder for you, of the price of disobedience.”

Ariana said nothing. She refused to speak. She would not offer him another word. But her heart was an open wound within her as she thought of the sorias she’d known, and the small daughter she’d entrusted to their care. Where was Ellimere? The thought throbbed in her, like a second pulse. Where was her youngest daughter, marked by the goddess of stars?

“Burn any other doors you find, and set fire around the windows,” Afon ordered. “Be sure no one gets out.”

Men fanned out around the cloister to do his bidding. Only then did he fix his eyes on Ariana again.

“Well,” Afon said, striding to her and speaking low, just for the two of them to hear. “I have one last gift for you. Ewan, bring the child.”

Of course. He was too wicked and thorough not to have found Ellimere and recognized her at once. She was her mother’s image in infant form, and a broad-shouldered guard stepped forward with the baby in arms. Ellimere had changed already, grown out of earliest infancy like Justus, the little stars so white against her skin. When the guard settled Ellimere into Ariana’s arms, she could not help the tears that ran down her face as she held her daughter close.

The screams of sorias rose to the night sky, and Ariana looked down at her child, knowing even for this, she would not kneel. If Afon consigned Ellimere to the flames, it would be the ruin of Ariana’s heart and soul and sanity, but until whatever end, she would refuse to plead before him.

Let all the world burn. Ariana Lyrien would never give Afon the submission she’d offered to her goddess and her king.

But in this, the Beloved Three were with her.

“Ewan, Alfric,” Afon said with a sharp gesture, “you’ll see to it no harm comes to the woman or the child. If they require rough handling, so be it, but their lives are in your hands. Should either die, you and everyone you love will be forfeit. We ride for Caervallion.”

Ariana held Ellimere to her as if the child was the sole axis on which the world turned. Anguished brown eyes met starry blue, and despite the smoke and the sounds of the dying, Ellimere Lyrien smiled up at her mother.

“Enjoy her while you can,” Afon rasped, snaking an arm around Ariana’s shoulder. She fought the urge to shrink away, thinking desperately of Fia and channeling the postulant’s unbending nature. “When she’s a little older, she’ll take her place at my side. I will teach her of blood and death and the dark secrets of the moon, and make a worthy successor of her. Until then, you may manage her raising.”

Ariana fell in silently behind Afon as he set off, and guards flanked her to prevent any attempt at escape. As they went, her lips moved in a soundless oath.



By Gentle Lyria, goddess of my daughter’s mark, let her be a blazing star. Grant her endurance that never falters, belief that will not shatter, strength that is beyond understanding. Let her withstand and outlast tyrants, and be a harbinger of peace wherever she goes. Should I be anything but a support and a shield to her, may the merciful stars strike me dead.





EPILOGUE
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Everywhere, there was light.

It was merciless and implacable, so overwhelming and encompassing that it drowned out all other sights, soaking its beholder in brilliance alone. The light could be heard, like the high, sustained note of singing crystal or snow falling on snow or the murmuring of deep woods. It got into you, and on the inside, it was not pain, precisely, nor pleasure. It was something else, which carried both pain and pleasure with it, but was more than the two of them. The sensation was too vast and too potent to be understood. The force of it sent consciousness fragmenting into a thousand glinting pieces, which all reflected the light.

There, in the light, Orden Inver rested, the scattered remains of a man, broadcast over some unknowable and fertile ground, bathed in illumination. Breaths of air seemed to wash over him—brine, petrichor, lavender, hot stone. Scent was the only thing he could fully understand in that hinterland. Even as a thousand pieces, he could still comprehend that, as well as a tiny part of the wind and light that moved over him.

After a thousand years, or a thousand moments, he felt someone or something stirring within that formless, peaceable realm. They moved quietly about, and at first Orden was at a loss as to what they did. Then, almost imperceptibly, he began to feel himself taking shape again. Piece by slow piece, the unseen presence was gathering up his fragments and reassembling them into a whole. If he’d been able to struggle, Orden would have done so. He did not want to be whole again—he wanted only to continue as he was, sown like good seed and left to take root in the undemanding glory of this place.

There was something else too. Some half-recalled hurt that kept him scrabbling for brokenness, knowing that to be whole would be to feel that wound, and it would be a brutal one.

But even to desire something or form a thought meant Orden was more than he had been at first. He continued to struggle futilely against the unseen force that worked at mending him. He tried to fall apart again, tried to remember the feeling of being shattered and lying with no cares in the wind and light, on ground that seemed to breathe serenity. Resistance and memory were the product of personhood, though. He continued to reunite, and knew he’d lost the battle when the chill of unyielding stone drifted across his consciousness, followed by searing pain.

He’d not had a body to experience such things a moment ago. He had been only spirit.

For a long time, Orden lay still. He did not fight the pain washing over him in nauseous waves, because he had learned patience in the formless hinterland. He let himself be, a soul within a body, back inside a net of foolish, easily damaged flesh. At last, he managed to reconcile himself to it. He traced the bounds of his own form with his mind, reacquainting himself with this part of his being. Time to face the outer world.

Orden opened his eyes.

For one sick, panicked moment, he thought he’d been thrown back in time, as well as back into the flesh. The stone of a cavern ceiling hung low overhead, and Orden’s father, Darias, and eldest brother, Carian, lay on either side of him, just as they had on a hunting expedition that haunted the king’s most tortured dreams.

There’d been no stags to find, nor boar, nor foxes. In the absence of fitting prey after two days’ searching, Darias and Carian had bid Orden to run, and promised death if he did not elude capture.

That was then, this is now, he thought over and over until his shallow breath deepened, his erratic pulse evened out, his blurring vision cleared. They were put down, and I was raised up.

Not Darias. Not Carian. Not in the flesh. He saw their likenesses, carved in stone. He was in the crypt of kings, cut into the raw face of the mountain above his castle proper.

“Took you long enough,” said a rough, compelling voice. “Welcome to your second life.”

A gleam of white in the shadows, which materialized into a spreading crescent moon, dancing toward him. As yet, Orden could not move his arms or legs. But he could feel sensation returning bit by bit as blood churned through his veins and thoughts raced through his head.

“I brought you back,” Gwylen Silithien said, settling herself beside the stone coffin in which Orden had been interred. There was no lid and no likeness yet, and he found, as he raised his head slightly and glanced down at himself, that he was wrapped in graveclothes. “I have a task for you, Orden Inver. You left something undone.”

He swallowed, past a thickness and taste of ashes and oil in his throat. It was Inver practice to pour an incendiary compound into the mouths of their dead, so that they might become living flames in whatever worlds lay beyond. But there was a bittersweet taste of herbs and some unknown cordial as well, which was not used in the Inver rites.

“What did you drag me back for?” he finally managed to get out.

“Vengeance,” Gwylen said. For a moment, something that might have been regret flickered across her face. Then her expression hardened, becoming as closed off and forbidding as the effigies that surrounded them. “I restored your life, and you owe me a debt in kind, by the standards of any faith on the Hand. I want you to hunt down and put an end to the assassin who consigned you to the grave. Then, when you’ve finished, you can deal with your brother. No, not Silas. Yes, I know about Carian. You’ve craved his death for as long as you can remember, yet somehow he always survives. I promise you, that if you take vengeance for your own death first, afterward you’ll finally be able to put Carian down.”

With agonizing care, Orden sat up. His head swam and felt fit to burst, but the pressure receded after a few moments. In its wake came remembrance.

Oh.

There it was.

The awful wound he’d shied away from returning to.

Ariana Lyrien, his little queen, his shining star, with murder and stricken guilt in her eyes as she served him summer wine. He had not wanted to believe it. He’d drunk because he could not bring himself to believe it, nor to live in a world where she hated him so. Now here he was, by the will of the cursed gods, forced back into life with the knowledge that had killed him.

Ariana despised him. Perhaps she had always done so.

And Orden Inver, who had never known the sting of true betrayal before, felt its full force. His heart throbbed and keened and broke with it. He could not bear the pain—he had not wanted to live like this. Had known he could not live like this.

Crimson flooded Orden’s vision, and for once, he did not fight it back. He needed fire and wrath and the legacy of his forefathers to hold him up, for he himself had failed on all fronts. Even in this smallest but most vital of matters, he had proved incapable; Ariana had never loved him, for all he’d longed to claim her heart.

But that thought came too close to the wound within, and to facing the devastation lying beneath Orden’s still-regal exterior. Forcing it down, he let the red tide claim him. With a reckless jolt of energy, Orden surged to his feet.

“Vengeance,” he agreed.

He was an Inver.

He would follow the ways of his people.

He would burn, he would break, he would conquer.

Alive, but with a mortal wound inside him, he did not know what else to do.
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What was the first book that made you fall in love with the SFF genre?

This is likely a very common answer, but when I was ten, I made the standard voracious child reader progression from Chronicles of Narnia to The Hobbit to The Lord of the Rings and was absolutely blown away by the depth and scope of Rings. It was such a revelation to me, being immersed in a world that felt so complex and vivid and real—as if I’d glimpsed the history of a place with just as much substance as our own more mundane reality. Fantasy enthralled me and became my genre of choice as both a reader and writer from that point on.

Where did the initial idea for The Castle & the Cloister come from? How did the story begin to take shape?

I began work on The Castle & the Cloister when my eldest daughter was six months old. I’d just started to emerge from the all-consuming and grueling endeavor that is exclusively breastfeeding a very young, very high-needs infant, and was staggered by the experience. Naturally, I wanted to write about it in order to process what I’d been through, and realized what a shocking oversight it is that there are no significant depictions of nursing mothers (that I’m aware of) in my beloved speculative fiction. It was fascinating to me to be engaged in an activity that was so physical, so intimate, and so transformative, while retaining all of the things that made me essentially myself. As a former Medieval and Renaissance Studies student, I considered the role of wet nurses throughout history—how the act of lactation put them close to seats of power they would never have had access to otherwise. That became my “in” for a story about a nursing mother—the idea of a royal wet nurse who turns out to have a gift for political intrigue surfaced, and the entirety of the world of The Castle & the Cloister grew out around the thorny, nurturing, and uncompromising person of Fiametta Raeana.

What was the most challenging moment of writing The Castle & the Cloister?

On a technical level, being open enough as a creator to realize when the narrative needed major reworking and expansion. This is a story I’ve spent thirteen years crafting, largely because I realized early on that I wasn’t yet skilled enough to tell it in the way it deserved. Over the years, I had to open up repeatedly to new voices—initially it was told solely from Fia’s point of view, then Ariana joined the chorus, followed by the Priest, and finally Orden. From an advocacy standpoint, maintaining my own faith in the importance and value of the work was never a challenge over the years, but convincing others of its importance and value was. I’ve had to grow spines over this particular project, and to really level up as a professional within the publishing industry, but putting in that extra work always felt worth it because of my implicit belief in the merit of this world and this story. I am so pleased my team at Saga believes in this as well!

Your novel is set in a secondary world with living goddesses and powerful monarchies. What was your approach to bringing this world to life? Is there a world-building element that you’re particularly proud of?

So, as I mentioned, I am a former Medieval and Renaissance Studies major. That era of history is one I am endlessly fascinated by and passionate about, and I wanted to craft a world that felt like the Mediterranean landscape of the late Medieval and early Renaissance time periods. That area and era was such a hotbed of political conflict and intrigue and growth and development, and served as a marvelous inspiration for the southern regions of the continent of the Hand. I also very much wanted to incorporate the vibrant, integral role of religion during that time—the Roman Catholic church was such a powerhouse, and the clash between Roman Catholicism and Protestantism had such transformative and explosive force. Writing a similar historical moment was something I knew I wanted to do, and I’m especially proud of my portrayal of religion and faith in The Castle & the Cloister, particularly its exploration of pacifism. I was raised Mennonite Brethren, which is a pacifist denomination, and if there’s one thing history and religious discourse will teach you, it’s that pretty much everyone hates staunch pacifists! And most pacifists are quite conflicted about the boundaries and extent of their own moral framework.

The characters in The Castle & the Cloister are deeply conflicted and morally gray. If you had to pick, who would you say is your favorite character? Who did you find the most difficult to write?

My favorite character is definitely Fia, as we’re quite similar people. I hope I tend to be a little more reasonable than her, but I so appreciate her bullheaded, relentless commitment to what she believes is right and just. She’s a force to be reckoned with, and not always likeable, but even in her worst moments I adore her. Ariana is the most difficult for me to write, because our temperaments are fairly opposite. It took me six or seven years of working on the book to get to the point where I felt that I could enter her headspace and knew she needed her own voice in the narrative, but once I gave her that voice, she brought so much complexity and depth and pathos that even when it’s hard to figure her out, I always know it will be worthwhile.

Who are some of your favorite authors? How have they influenced your writing?

Madeleine L’Engle, C. S. Lewis, and J. R. R. Tolkien for writing fantasy that depicts and grapples with the role of faith in our worlds and lives. Robin McKinley, Lisa See, T. Kingfisher, and Melina Marchetta for characters that all but live and breathe. Philip Pullman, Robin Hobb, Nnedi Okorafor, and Timothy Findley for writing fiercely intelligent, fully immersive worlds.

Without giving too much away, what can readers expect in the sequel?

Definitely the opportunity to see countries beyond Honoria’s borders. The Invers being Invers. Fia and Ariana being devastatingly overambitious in very different ways. Crises of identity, crises of faith. The exquisite difficulty of doing absolutely anything else while parenting a toddler.

And, finally, if you could choose a goddess mark, which one would you prefer to have?

Hands down the mark of Bright Raea, goddess of the sun. In my other life—the one I lead off page—I am a home educator and a small farmer, so I more or less run a miniature version of Raea’s cloister, raising children and performing essential domestic labor while also grappling with the world’s big questions and ideas. I also get really, really sad when there’s not enough sunlight!
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IMAGE DESCRIPTION

Description 1: A detailed fantasy map titled “The Continent of the Hand.” The left half depicts the landmass, while the right half shows a decorative ocean with sailing ships, sea creatures, swirling waves, and an ornate title cartouche. A large compass rose with north, south, east, and west markers appears in the lower-right corner. The continent is divided into the regions of Skandara in the northwest, Honoria in the southwest, Caernvallion in the northeast, and Song Royale in the southeast. Mountain ranges run down the center of the continent, with forests, plains, and rivers branching throughout. Named rivers include Riverwent, Gwyrthil River, Lamara River, and Dimmer River. A mountain crossing labeled Heivar Pass connects western and eastern regions. Numerous landmarks are marked with castle or settlement icons, including Craygillen, Laclamar, Corrin, Lyria’s Cloister, Convalescent Camp, Etherium, Hadrian’s Estate, Silas’s Estate, Raea’s Cloister, Inverlyn, and Fia’s Village. Additional geographic features include The Solis Plains, the islands of Eire and Vesper, and surrounding seas filled with illustrated sailing ships. The map is framed by a decorative border, giving it the appearance of an antique fantasy atlas. BACK.
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